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 Preparing our nation’s youth to live in ways that foster ecological sustainability requires 
education about food—its processes from soil, to table, and back to soil.  This is the study of 
food literacy, a topic that is illuminated through garden-based education. And while school 
garden programs have emerged as an effective means of teaching students how to live in better 
alignment with the earth, they usually lack funding, staff, and school-wide integration.  To help 
school gardens take root and grow, community partners often get involved to compensate for 
this missing support.  
Since 2013, Northern Arizona University’s (NAU) First Year Seminar class, Farm to School, 
along with the Sustainable Communities Master’s program have been solid partners of the 
garden program at Killip Elementary, a Title 1 school located on Flagstaff’s east side. Since its 
inception in 1996, the garden has grown into an after-school program for second and third grade 
students thanks to the dedication of key members of the Killip school, a variety of community 
partners and most recently, funding from the 21st Century Community Learning Centers.   
While the collaboration of community partners has been incredibly valuable to the growth 
of the school’s garden program, it has also meant that the school garden is missing the ownership 
of key people from within Killip: the administration, teachers, the majority of students, and 
parents. As a result, the garden is under-utilized as a learning and community space, the garden 
produce has often gone to waste, and the impact of the garden is not meeting its fullest 
potential.   
In a quest to leverage the partnership between Killip and NAU, this thesis explores what 
members of Killip Elementary school want from their garden program as they transition to a new 
model of instruction, project-based learning (PBL).  By utilizing the central motion of dialogue, 
reflection and action, two groups at Killip, which included three key administrators and the 
garden club students, reveal what they want to do, create and achieve in their school garden.  
Through this study, we see how dialogue can be a powerful tool for enhancing reflection and 
fostering collaboration between community partners around issues of food security, food 
literacy, and the meaning of a school garden. 
This research demonstrates how a partnership between a Title 1 school and a university 
service learning program can work together to co-create an action plan for the advancement of 
garden-based education in a public elementary school.  Furthermore, this study exemplifies how 
project-based learning can be designed and used in an after-school garden program for young 
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Chapter 1~ Introduction 
One of my second-grade garden students said to me that “food is everything.” And she’s 
so right.  Food keeps us alive, connects us with our planet, brings us in communion with one 
another, and offers endless opportunities to create and to feel.  Food can be our medicine—our 
foundation for vibrant health and emotional wellbeing.  The presence of food can easily alter a 
situation, bringing relief, temptation, and a sense of fulfillment in a world full of chaos.  
Experiencing the many flavors of food and all its juicy, luscious, mouthwatering ways offers a kind 
pleasure that can only come from this global sensation.  The power of food is felt every day, all 
the time, by every person on earth. 
 I’ve thought about food for a while now because it’s the main ingredient in the recipe for 
sustainable communities.  I began associating food with sustainability when I was working for a 
conservation corps in 2008 for a year after college.  It was here where I saw how young adults 
ventured off into the wilderness to “protect” it, all the while eating packaged and highly 
processed foods on the trail.  This same year, I read Menu for the Future, a discussion guide to 
understanding the United States food system produced by the Northwest Earth Institute.  From 
this guide, I learned how the food choices we make impact the earth and its life, and how perhaps 
the most powerful way we can foster planetary sustainability is by eating ethically, locally and 
with intention.  
Yet, at that time, I knew very little about how to feed myself in ways that aligned with 
sustainability. To change this, I took-off on a journey to farms and homesteads throughout 
Washington and Alaska on a quest to learn how to grow food in the summer of 2009.  By mid-
summer I had landed in Homer, AK, where I remained for four months immersed in their 
agriculture community.  Surrounding myself with the joys of small-scale farming proved to be 
immensely fulfilling.  It was so magical, delicious, communal and delightfully real. The 
experiences I gained from working directly with the food that I consumed transformed my 
outlook on life and my physical body.  I felt fantastic.   
What didn’t feel so great was realizing how few Americans participate in the creation of 
their food.  Even amongst the homesteaders I had worked for, there was little variety in what had 
brought them to this type of life. The owners and operators of my worksites seemed to fall into 
one of two categories: they were either independently wealthy and found “going green” to be 
their own brand of anti-materialism consumption, or they were born into it—raised with the land, 
loved it and followed this lifestyle into adulthood.  Whatever their reasons for growing food, I 
realized that this local farming movement was (and is) too limited.  Not enough people are being 
taught how to work with the land, eat seasonally and understand the food that becomes them.  
Not enough people are experiencing the joys, pleasures and physical energy that hail from local 
and whole foods. Not enough people realize the freedom that can result from participating in 
the creation of their own health and the wellbeing of the earth.   
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Contemplating this reality, I began to seriously question why we in the U.S. are not 
teaching these food-based skills and lessons in our public schools.  It seemed so obvious to me.  
Teach kids to grow, prepare and understand food and so much will improve—public health, the 
environment, community relationships, and local economies.   
The term to describe this type of education is food literacy, a topic that is becoming more 
widespread as more people are recognizing the connection between education and the 
development of sustainable communities. Zenobia Barlow of the Center for Ecoliteracy explains: 
Food literacy entails understanding the systems through which food progresses from soil 
to table and back to soil: how food is grown, processed, transported, acquired, prepared, 
and consumed, and how waste is managed. It includes recognizing the impacts on 
individuals, communities, and the natural world of our food-related decisions and actions. 
It nurtures appreciation of the intricate webs of relationship that bind all of life and link 
food, culture, health, and the environment. Food literacy promotes the knowledge, values, 
and skills that enable effective action on behalf of healthy people and resilient 
communities in harmony with nature (Barlow, n.d., para. 1). 
 
In this definition, we can see how food literacy promotes education for sustainable living. 
“Sustainable” is a difficult word to define because it is used in so many contexts.  In education 
for sustainable living, I have found a lot of meaning in the work produced by the Center for 
Ecoliteracy, an educational organization based out of Berkley, California, and co-founded by 
physicist and systems-thinker Fritjof Capra (ecoliteracy.org).  The Center for Ecoliteracy says that 
“a sustainable human community must be designed in such a manner that its ways of life, 
technologies and social institutions honor, support, and cooperate with nature’s inherent ability 
to sustain life” (Capra, 2005, p. xiii).  For people to live in such a way, we must “understand in 
some detail how nature sustains the web of life” (Capra, 2005, p. xiii).   The earth is our primary 
teacher in this endeavor, helping us learn from nature so to work with nature instead of against 
it, leading us to live in ways that can satisfy our “needs and aspirations without diminishing the 
chances of further generations” (Capra, 2005, p. xiii).    
A school garden is a fantastic place for any person to learn how nature sustains the web 
of life, which includes how nature sustains humans.  From a garden, we can observe the cycles, 
interdependent relationships, rhythms, and flows of nature that teach us how efficient and 
intelligent design works.  We can also experience how nature works to produce nourishment 
through the creation of food—both a central factor to human sustenance and a superb topic to 
lead the movement in education for sustainable living.    
Bringing food literacy into the school systems has been a goal of mine since leaving 
Alaska in the fall of 2010 for a life in New Mexico. While living in Albuquerque, NM, I earned a 
teaching license in K-8 education. I pursued teaching because I recognize a critical need for 
youth and young adults to learn how to contribute to the evolution of a sustainable planet.  Thus, 
my work and interest in education are focused on cultivating ecological awareness in young 
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students and influencing school systems towards more sustainable practices. I am motivated by 
my belief that if our nation and world are going to transition towards establishing sustainable 
communities, we need to educate our youth and young adults about everything food related so 
to orient them to the bounties of their bioregions and connect them more fully with the earth, 
its people and themselves.   
 
The Killip School Garden~ A Program in Evolution 
 Educating young adults about the issues surrounding food security and how to involve 
youth in garden education are at the heart of Northern Arizona University’s (NAU), First Year 
Seminar (FYS), Farm to School.  Since the fall of 2015, I have had the privilege of being the 
graduate assistant for this seminar, a position granted to me through my master’s program in 
Sustainable Communities.  Along with attending biweekly classes, students of this FYS go out to 
a partnering elementary school and help facilitate an after-school garden program, working with 
young students to cultivate a deeper understanding of how and why food is grown. This 
component of the FYS is called an Action Learning Team (ALT), and is an integral part of the 
experience students gain in the Farm to School class.  The ALT associated with the Farm to 
School class is commonly referred to as the School Gardens Action Learning Team (SGALT). 
Most of my work as a graduate assistant for the SGALT has been focused on teaching 
and coordinating the garden program at Killip Elementary, a Title I school located on Flagstaff’s 
east side.  The garden at Killip has been growing long before the SGALT got involved in the 
project.  In 1996, two Killip teachers, Johnny Anayo (1st grade) and Mr. Dan (5th grade), started 
the garden in the school’s backyard as a site for experiential education. Mr. Anayo and Mr. Dan 
maintained the garden for its first ten or so years, motivated by their passion for gardening and 
understanding that they could connect the garden to their classroom teachings.  The practice of 
garden-based learning proved successful for these teachers, but the trend of taking students 
outside and into the garden to learn never caught-on as a schoolwide practice.   
By 2012, both Anayo and Mr. Dan had left Killip, leaving the school garden without a 
primary caretaker.  Thankfully community organizations, some that had already been involved 
with the garden, took on more responsibilities to support the garden’s growth.  Flagstaff 
Foodlink—an organization working to strengthen Flagstaff’s local food system, Terra Birds—a 
local gardening group, and Hermosa Vida—a past project of North Country HealthCare that 
worked to foster health in the community, all joined in the Killip garden efforts.  The community 
organizations, along with select Killip administrators, collaborated to gather supplies and 
financial support for the garden.  At this point, the garden was more of a community-initiative 
than a school-led effort, with little student and teacher involvement.   
The history of Killip’s rich and supportive community collaboration with their school and 
garden program worked to set the stage for my research and make it possible.  The organizations 
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mentioned above, along with others unnamed, have worked for years to address the symptoms 
and root causes of the poverty and hunger issues that exist in Sunnyside neighborhood of 
Flagstaff.  Still, even with the ongoing community support, social change takes time, sometimes 
a long time.  At Killip, I had the great opportunity to continue the dialogue around food security, 
health and garden education that has been years in the making.   
Community participation and integration are key components of Killip, a school I’ve heard 
described as a “true community school,” partially because of their collaboration with 
neighboring organizations and individuals.  Killip’s openness to work with others is what helped 
forge the relationship between them and NAU’s School Gardens Action Learning Team.  In the 
spring of 2013, the SGALT, spearheaded by Dr. Kim Curtis of the Sustainable Communities 
master’s program, began working with Killip.  The initial vision for the SGALT recognized that 
young people are a critical piece of the social change puzzle and that food is a profound 
community-connecting force (K. Curtis, personal communication, Dec. 19, 2016). Thus, pairing 
youth and young adults with garden-based education became the foundation for the SGALT. 
From this collaboration, the garden flourished and now serves as the robust learning site for 
Killip’s “garden club”—an after-school program for 2nd and 3rd grade students. 
The primary collaborator I and other SGALT GA’s have had in our work with the Killip 
garden has been Ted Komada, the STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering & Math) director.  
Mr. Komada’s involvement in the garden program has given it a much-needed anchor amongst 
the constant change of graduate assistants and NAU freshman students working with the SGALT.  
Additional Killip administrators who have supported development of the garden program since 
its inception have been principal, Joe Guiterrez, along with Jeronimo Vasquez, the 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers (CCLC) Coordinator.  And while various teachers occasionally use 
the garden for teaching purposes, the garden today is primarily used and maintained by the 
after-school garden club.  Today, the garden is comprised of two separate adjacent plots—one 
measuring about 3450 square feet, and the other measuring approximately 384 square feet. 
 
Problems Observed, Questions Arise 
 Since the School Gardens Action Learning Team became involved in the Killip garden club, 
various graduate assistants have led the program, each incorporating their own interpretations 
of garden education into its instruction and design.  A signature component of the Action 
Learning Teams’ organizing style is giving the GAs and freshman students the freedom to 
incorporate their visions into the programs and initiatives they work with. Because of this program 
model, the garden club has taken on different meanings, served various groups of students, and 
birthed a wide range of crops depending on its stewards.  The collaboration of the SGALT has 
been an incredible resource for Killip because it has allowed for the after-school garden club to 
exist and for the garden to grow.    
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 Nevertheless, the problem with this program design is that the school garden is missing 
the ownership of key people from the school: the administration, teachers, the majority of 
students, and parents. As a result, the garden is under-utilized as a learning and community 
space, the garden produce has often gone to waste, and the impact of the garden is not meeting 
its fullest potential.  Furthermore, this programmatic structure makes it so that any new graduate 
assistant or garden instructor coming in and teaching is doing so based on their own assumptions 
and beliefs about food and gardening.  This teaching strategy is not always relevant or engaging 
to the elementary students as it does not account for their understandings of food and gardens 
or their interests in these topics.  This also means that the direction and development of the 
garden is greatly dependent on who is temporarily in-charge, which weakens the sustainability 
and impact of the program because it is constantly reinvented. 
Since I became involved in the Killip garden I have imagined the garden expanding its 
sphere of influence. While my imagination has brought me visions of school-wide garden 
instruction, the cafeteria serving garden-grown kale, and parents and children helping with 
cultivation, the reality has been much different.   
The truth is, the only students who are able to participate in the club and get consistent 
garden exposure and instruction are a group of 10-20 students who stay after-school in the 
FACTS (Families and Community Teaming for Students) program.  Parents are rarely, if ever, 
involved in the garden club, teachers lack both the time and experience to bring their classrooms 
outdoors, and the cafeteria is strictly controlled by health codes, making garden grown produce 
non-existent in its realm. 
And here I was, an outsider in many ways, tasked with developing and teaching a garden 
program in a community that I would soon be leaving.  This situation made me wonder how I 
could use my time with the garden program to learn from the administrators and students of 
Killip what they want from this program, instead of instilling my own assumptions and values 
about gardening and food. What are their needs and desires for the garden program?  Do they 
have a vision for how this program should develop?  Are there specific skills and knowledge they 
believe are important to teach?   
These questions led me to settle on the thesis question: What does the Killip School want 
from their garden program as they transition to project-based learning instruction? I included 
this component of project-based learning in my inquiry because of some recent changes in the 
structure of Killip’s after-school programming that are of great relevance to my research.   
For the past five years, Killip’s after-school intervention program, STARS, funded by the 
21st Century Community Learning Centers—CCLC—of the U.S. Department of Education, has 
been primarily focused on teaching math and reading skills to students who were struggling in 
those areas. But, after evaluating the structure and impact of the CCLC programming through a 
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series of conversations and surveys, Killip decided that in the fall of 2016, it would transition the 
majority of this programming to project-based learning (PBL) with the help of a five-year grant 
from CCLC.  This meant training their 21st CCLC teachers to understand and use PBL, and as 
Jeronimo Vasquez, the 21st CCLC Coordinator, said, “change the paradigm on how we teach at 
Killip” (J. Vasquez, personal communication, August 29, 2016).   
Project-based learning is a teaching method that has been in the works for decades, 
rooted in the theory that kids learn best through experience (Hallerman & Larmer, 2011).   I asked 
Mr. Komada why PBL has made its way into Killip and its 21st Century programs.  He explained 
that the school was looking for a way to break away from the effects of No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB) policy that narrowed curriculum so much that students were graduating without relatable 
real world skills (T. Komada, personal communication, August 29, 2016).  Unlike the NCLB 
approach to learning that has the teacher depositing information into the students who then 
regurgitate it for tests, PBL gets students involved in their learning through focused inquiry and 
collaboration.  Killip’s administration was attracted to PBL because it aligns more closely with 
their philosophy of education that empowers students to be engaged participants in their 
learning. The hope is for PBL to expand beyond the CCLC programs and into regular classroom 
instruction.  
Recognizing that the garden program was a natural fit for project-based learning 
pedagogy, Killip made the garden club an official CCLC program in August of 2016.  This means 
that the garden club is no longer run just by the NAU School Gardens Action Learning Team.  
Instead, it is funded and staffed by Killip and promoted to all 2nd and 3rd grade students who are 
in FACTS.  
This past August (2016), Killip offered me the CCLC garden instructor position for the 
2016-2017 school year.  Hesitant at first because I would be increasing my workload with the 
program, I was more excited by the offer than anything and agreed to take it. Now, as one of 
the teachers trained in PBL, I am tasked with reimagining and restructuring the garden program 
to align with PBL pedagogy.   
Coming back to my central question: What does the Killip School want from their garden 
program as they transition to project-based learning instruction? I’d like to take a moment to 
unpack this question for clarification. “Killip Elementary School” includes two groups of people 
that I worked with: 1) select Killip faculty, including primarily Jeronimo Vasquez, Joe Gutierrez, 
and Ted Komada; and 2) The students who are in the garden program.  I chose to work 
specifically with these two groups for several reasons. Mr. Gutierrez, Mr. Vasquez and Mr. 
Komada have been great supporters of the garden program over the span of the garden’s 
development, so they have a vested interest in its evolution.  They are also influential figures at 
the school and have a considerable amount of power over the decisions that get made regarding 
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the extra-curricular and STEM-based programming (i.e. the garden).  I figured that speaking with 
these administrators about their desires for the garden would not only bring needed clarity and 
vision to the program, but also direct action toward its advancement.  
I included the garden club kids in my research process because I was (we were) 
developing a program that was for them.  So often, youth and young adults are not given a say 
in how they are educated and what activities they spend the majority of their time doing.  While 
I understand there are practical reasons for the exclusion of kids’ input in the educational 
processes, I believe empowering youth to be co-creators in their education is vital for raising 
citizens who are engaged, innovative, skilled and aware human beings.  Thus, I decided to 
include the ideas and opinions of the garden students in my research process to honor their 
voices as contributors to answering my central thesis question.   
My research with the Killip administrators involved a series of meetings designed to 
cultivate dialogue around two areas of “desire.”  The first was what do they desire from the PBL 
instruction I design.  For instance, what are the key understandings and skills that should be 
included in my instruction?  What are appropriate standards and assessment models?  Hearing 
what they wanted from PBL garden instruction allowed me to better align the program with their 
needs and desires.      
The second area of desire that I sought to understand with the administrators concerned 
their vision and wants for the program on a general level.  Approaching our discussions from this 
broad lens allowed for the group discussions to guide how they defined and answered what they 
want from the garden program. Still, my main objective was to understand their goals and desires 
for the evolution of this program so that I could work to activate what they want. My 
conversations with this group was a time for us to co-conceptualize the garden’s development 
and gain greater understandings of one another’s perspectives for more informed action to 
occur. 
The research that I did with the garden students was a dialogical process that unfolded 
as a natural part of the project-based learning instruction.  PBL emphasizes the inclusion of 
student voice and choice, meaning that students’ interests and inquiries work to shape the 
direction of the instruction.  Thus, the students expressed what they want from the garden 
program as I led them through a variety of activities that worked to illuminate these desires.   
 
Filling the Research Gap 
 Like many learning institutions in the U.S., Killip has been dealing with educational 
mandates and limited funding that have made it challenging for teachers and administrators to 
focus on developing their school garden program.  While there are countless articles and 
research written on how to design and execute school gardens, every school is its own unique 
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ecosystem, in need of specific communication and organizing methods to make such a project 
happen and be sustainable.  Thus, my thesis research works to specifically address the gap in 
school garden development at Killip Elementary School.  
 As I write this, the support coming from the Farm to School FYS to coordinate and teach 
the garden club is at great risk of losing funding after spring 2018.  This means that in the near 
future, there is a good chance that for the school garden program to exist, it will need to be 
completely funded, organized and staffed from within Killip.  This reality makes my thesis work 
especially relevant because it created the conditions for key people at Killip to come together 
and have intentional dialogue around the evolution of their garden program, preparing them to 
be primary owners of this program. This collaborative process gave the administrators I worked 
with the opportunities to contemplate how the garden fits into their school, to hear from one 
another their thoughts and ideas on this topic, and to come-up with a shared vision for how to 
develop the program for a greater impact.  These were conversations that had never happened, 
yet needed to happen for the administrators to clarify their thoughts and to create a vision and 
plan of action.  
 By creating a 21st CCLC garden program, it’s evident that Killip is open to taking on more 
ownership over the garden program.  This means that project-based learning needs to be the 
teaching approach used, which means learning how to practice and implement PBL.  Yet, in the 
research that I’ve found, I have not read about examples of project-based learning that reflect 
the program I teach—that is, an after-school garden program with small children who are 
primarily Native American and Latino living at 7,000 feet.  Thus, my research offers another 
perspective on the role of PBL education, particularly in after-school garden programming. While 
PBL pedagogy is not the main focus of my thesis, it is an important element of it. My study looks 
to contribute to the greater conversation on how to actually apply PBL, and may be of particular 
value to the person coming into my position next school year.  
 Beyond Killip, my thesis research offers a framework for collaboration between academia 
and public schools.  Coming to Killip as a graduate student from NAU, I bring the support offered 
to me by a creative and intelligent master’s program that strives to link theory with practice in 
their community. This model of education is incredibly valuable to both the people in academia 
and the community partners because it fosters symbiotic connections that serve both parties.  
The school gets engaged workers to help develop their extra-curricular programs at little to no 
cost, while the workers (the NAU students) receive valuable experiences that teach them how to 
apply the ideas and theories they learn about in class.  In my case, I was able to pair my thesis 
with the work I do at Killip.  This brought practical application to my research and helped the 
school’s garden program advance in ways that may have not developed without my involvement.  
My thesis exemplifies a partnership that other schools, organizations and individuals can learn 
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from and possibly emulate so that they may grow their network, increase positivity and deepen 
their impact for better communities.  
 What came of my thesis work (discussed in the results chapter) demonstrates how 
intentional dialogue and reflection can lead to creative and synergistic action that works to 
improve school programming, specifically in the area of garden education. Given the lack of 
state and federal support for school garden programs, schools need to be inventive to expand 
and support their garden programs. This type of ingenuity is modeled in my work with both Killip 
groups, and can serve as inspiration and guidance for schools looking to establish garden-based 
education and participatory learning practices.  
 
The Issues Inspiring My Research 
Program Cohesion 
My thesis research addresses the lack of coherence in the Killip garden program. From 
the beginning of my time as the garden coordinator/teacher, I detected a gap in what the School 
Gardens Action Learning Team was bringing to the garden club and what the school valued and 
wanted from their students’ education in the garden.  In the first few months on the job, I 
observed how the instruction that the SGALT students and I were bringing to the program was 
not always cohesive, engaging or reflective of the Killip school culture.  For instance, each 
semester pairs of NAU students in the SGALT are required to teach a garden-based lesson to 
the elementary students.  The lessons are on any gardening topic of their choice.  The topics 
that I have observed the freshman teaching include: pollinators, compost, soil, and healthy 
eating.  While these are worthy teaching topics, they don’t always fit with the needs of Killip 
instruction, the timing of the garden or the interests of the elementary students.  From the NAU 
lessons, the Killip students have often received a repeat of information and learned things that 
were already taught in school or in a previous semester of garden club.   
Initially, my own garden instruction came from my assumptions about the meaning of 
food and gardens with little regard to how the students I worked with understand these topics.  
It wasn’t until the spring semester that I felt comfortable enough with the garden program and 
my place in grad school that I intentionally approached Mr. Komada about the ways that the 
NAU students and I were teaching.  Recognizing that how and what we were teaching the Killip 
students didn’t feel relevant or engaging enough, I wanted to hear from Mr. Komada how we 
could improve our instruction.  Mr. Komada expressed that he thought the Killip students were 
getting a “fragmented” learning experience from our somewhat random teaching approach.  We 
spoke of the need for thematic continuity and for a greater focus on teaching the design process 
involved in managing the garden.  My head spun a little during these conversations because of 
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all the different components of the program that I knew needed reorganizing.   
I recognized the need for the garden program to design a stronger instructional plan that 
aligned with the desires and values of Killip.  This required more dialogue around essential 
programmatic questions, such as: What is important for the kids to learn?  What pedagogies 
should be utilized?  What do the kids want to learn and experience in garden club?  What does 
the garden mean to this school and community?  Is there a vision as to how the garden should 
evolve and if so, how does that influence instruction? What will happen to the garden program 
when I leave?  Is this a program destined for continuous reinvention, dependent on who’s in 
charge? 
 The more I questioned what we were doing with the garden program, the more I 
recognized the opportunity to focus on getting answers by pairing my thesis research with the 
Killip garden.  My quest to discover what the Killip school wants from their garden program is 
motivated by my belief that for the garden program to grow and evolve towards greater impact, 
its development must be informed by the school’s needs and desires.  Ideally, I see garden 
education as being rooted in the community where it lives—this includes the people, land, 
animals, history, culture, and current context in which the school is situated.  I believe that a 
school garden that deeply reflects the place where it is has a better chance for survival and the 
potential for greater impact on the development of sustainable communities.   
 
Food Security 
 Killip Elementary School is a dynamic community. According to the Flagstaff Unified School 
District (2013), “approximately 40% of (Killip’s) students are Native American from different 
tribes, such as Hopi, Diné and Zuni, 40% are Latino, and the remainder consists of other 
ethnicities including African-American and Caucasians” (Benedict, 2013, p. 12).  While many 
Killip families have been in the area for generations, as of 2016, the school had a transiency rate 
of 44% (T. Komada, personal communication, September 14, 2016).  “At Killip, ‘school’ is a place 
where students can learn for up to 12 hours a day, get two free meals and feel safe with a team 
of peers, teachers and community partnerships that provide for them” (T. Komada, personal 
communication, September 14, 2016). Ninety-eight percent of Killip’s nearly 500 student 
population participates in the free lunch program, meaning that the majority of students are 
considered to be living below the poverty line.   
The socio-economic status of Killip families’ points to a real need for reliable access to 
nourishing foods in this community. I’m not talking about access in the ways of a food bank or 
free summer lunches.  But rather, access to the wealth of knowledge, experiences and skills that 
already exists in this area and can lead to community food security (CFS), “a condition in which 
all community residents obtain a safe, culturally acceptable, nutritionally adequate diet through 
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a sustainable food system that maximizes community self-reliance and social justice” (Morales, 
2011, p. 154).   Cultivating CFS comes from a community discussing their needs around food, 
health and well-being through conversations and reflections that lead to action towards their 
resiliency and harmony with nature (Morales, 2011).   
 In the book, Cultivating Food Justice: Race, Class, and Sustainability (2011), multiple 
authors discuss the need for marginalized communities to be engaged in a dialogue around food 
justice, a term defined by the organization Just Food (2010) as “communities exercising their 
right to grow, sell, and eat (food that is) fresh, nutritious, affordable, culturally appropriate, and 
grown locally with care for the well-being of the land, workers, and animals” (Alkon & Agyeman, 
2011, p. 5).  The authors address how food is valued based on race and culture, arguing that in 
White American culture, food in poor neighborhoods is often judged by its nutritional value and 
accessibility rather than its meaning and cultural significance to the people who eat it (Alkon & 
Agyeman, 2011).  They point out that poor communities are regularly excluded from 
conversations about the food production and distribution practices that impact them and that 
“through food justice activism, low-income communities and communities of color seek to create 
local food systems that meet their own food needs” (Alkon & Agyeman, 2011, p. 5).     
 
Disconnection from Food  
 Understanding the food needs of an American community is a tough feat.  As food writer, 
Michael Pollan (2013), points out, “America has never had a stable national cuisine; each 
immigrant population has brought its own foodways to the American table, but none has been 
powerful enough to hold the national diet very steady” (p. 13). The term foodways refers to “the 
eating habits and culinary practices of a people, region, or historical period” (Merriam-Webster, 
n.d.).  This reality of American cuisine is what makes our diets so diverse and so vulnerable to 
media messages telling us what to eat.  “Advertising influences food choices across all 
populations, but its effect is particularly pronounced among vulnerable populations such as 
children and low-income food consumers and people of color” (Gottlied & Anupama, 2013, p. 
70).   
 The relentless push from food and beverage advertisements to pursue people to buy their 
products has put us in a state of confusion about food, which can be observed by our culture of 
fad-diets and populations of people who are both undernourished and overweight (Gottlieg & 
Joshi, 2013).  According to the Center for Science in the Public Interest, the standard American 
diet is too high in sodium, sugar and saturated fat, making it a primary cause of heart disease, 
obesity, diabetes, hypertension, stroke, multiple cancers and osteoporosis (Stone, 2009).  The 
rise of food-related disease has resulted in increased spending for the medical industry, 
individual households, and many school districts (Stone, 2010).   
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 In an average American public school, children are typically eating foods that reflect the 
modern food culture of the United States—fast, cheap and void of cultural significance and ritual. 
Time to eat is rushed, portions are pre-made, food comes in a package, leftovers are carelessly 
tossed away. The lack of intentional and integrated food education is perpetuating a culture of 
people who are consistently disconnected from the source and meaning of their food.  
Furthermore, this brand of fast-food values presents a huge health risk to our nation’s children, 
as it undermines mindful eating and makes food all about “fueling up” (Waters, p. 51, 2005).  In 
the past fifteen years, the U.S. has seen a rise in diet-related problems in children (Gottlieg & 
Joshi, 2013).  The Duke Clinical Research Institute reported that “in 2013 and 2014, 33% of 
children were overweight and 17% were obese,” indicating a rise in childhood obesity in the U.S. 
(Doyle, 2016, para. 7).  
  The health issues we have in our physical bodies are partially due to the increased 
“delocalization” of our food systems. In the book, Nutritional Anthropology: Biocultural 
Perspectives on Food & Nutrition (2013), the authors explain that, “An important trend in human 
history is toward increasing ‘delocalization’ of food systems, by which food production and 
consumption are geographically separated” (p. 3).  Delocalization, thus, refers to “processes in 
which food varieties, production methods, and consumption patterns are disseminated 
throughout the world in an ever-increasing and intensifying network of socioeconomic and 
political interdependency” (Pelto & Pelto, 2012, p. 350).  This separation of people from the 
processes involved in getting their food to their plates contributes to the separation people feel 
from the soil, their communities, and their own bodies. 
 
Planetary Health 
 Delocalization of food systems also negatively impacts planetary health (Imhoff, 2007).  For 
instance, just about every U.S. grocery store sells products from around the world—apples from 
New Zealand, olives from Spain, bananas from Peru.  This immense selection of global food 
products has made it so most Americans are eating both out of season and out of their local 
food sheds, which is not ecologically sustainable.   Shipping food to any place from another 
region, state or country is a significant contributor to greenhouse gas emissions on the planet 
(Imhoff, 2007). “All told, the U.S. food system uses the equivalent of more than 450 billion gallons 
of oil every year” (Coal Foods Campaign, 2009, p. 120).  Furthermore, the agricultural methods 
used to grow these foods devastate the land, water and air, and often the farmers and consumers 
themselves, mainly because of the variety of toxic chemicals used in the growing processes 
(Imhoff, 2007).  Consequently, advocates for creating local food systems often argue for more 
foods to be grown in the areas where they are consumed (Alkon, 2011).   
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The Issues Concluded 
 With this separation of people from their food and the lack of a set American food culture, 
has come an amazing opportunity for U.S. citizens to imagine and manifest food systems that 
align with their deepest values and desires for their lives.   Ultimately, if we are going to transition 
towards creating a more sustainable planet, the process of reflection, dialogue, and action 
around community-centered food systems must be developed nationwide.  This is the core idea 
behind my thesis work —cultivate dialogue within the school community about the needs, values 
and understandings of food in relation to their students, themselves, the garden program, and 
the greater Killip community.  My hope going into this research was that creating dialogue about 
the garden would contribute to its evolution and bring collective imagination to life to serve not 
only Killip Elementary School, but other schools and organizations needing models of 



























Chapter 2~ Literature Review 
 
Our Planet, Our Food, Our Bodies 
 In September of 2016, NASA reported that the previous month, August, “had a global 
average surface temperature of about 1.76 degrees Fahrenheit above average... It also tied with 
July as the warmest month ever recorded since record-keeping began in 1880” (Mosbergen, 
2016). It seems that more and more reports of scalding temperatures and disastrous storms are 
populating the airways, continuously reminding us that the earth is not so happy with humans. 
Many lawmakers and citizens alike believe that our environment-trashing habits need to 
change—to protect the life of humans if nothing else.  Still, the global threat that climate change 
presents is no simple situation to address.  After all, we humans, or industrial peoples I should 
say, have gotten quite comfy with our temperature-controlled homes, electric appliances and let 
us not forget, convenience-centered food systems. 
 In the book, Food Inc: How Industrial Food is Making Us Sicker, Fatter and Poorer- And 
What You Can Do About It (2009), various authors expose the ugly truths of the U.S. food system.  
In the chapter: Organics- Healthy Food and So Much More, Gary Hirschberg explains how 
America’s chemical-induced diet has impacted the environment: “We’ve lost one-third of 
America’s topsoil; buried toxic waste everywhere; and polluted and depleted water systems, 
worsened global warming, and exacerbated ailments ranging from cancer to diabetes to 
obesity” (p. 48).  In the same book, author and educator Anne Lappé, informs us that the issues 
plaguing the planet are greatly due to the methods of creating and transporting food that have 
become standard practices both in the United States and worldwide, noting that around “one-
third of the human-caused global warming effect” is a result of “the global system for producing 
and distributing food” (Lappé, 2009, p. 106).  Likewise, the United Nations Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO) reported in 2014 that “emission from agriculture, forestry and fisheries have 
nearly doubled over the past fifty years and could increase an additional 30% by 2050, without 
greater efforts to reduce them” (FAO, 2014, para. 1). Too often environmental degradation is 
blamed solely on factories, cars and “resource extraction,” while the contribution of foods that 
we consider fuel for life is ignored. 
 The planetary damage from farming is largely a result of industrialized agriculture: “a form 
of modern farming that refers to the large-scale, industrialized production of livestock, poultry, 
fish and crops” (Klinkenborg, 2013, p. 27).  According to the authors of the book Food Justice 
(2010), using fossil-fuels in agriculture became popular over a hundred years ago and was greatly 
influenced by wartime practices (Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010). Tractors began mimicking military 
tanks, while pesticides and fertilizers were manufactured out of weapon chemicals (Imhoff, 2007). 
“Some of these chemicals were dropped on farm fields from the air, as squadrons of crop dusting 
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planes joined in the Cold War effort to ‘feed the world’” (Imhoff, 2007, p. 38).   
 The rise in industrialized farming operations coincided with the fall of the family-farm and 
New Deal era policies that reshaped agricultural practices in the U.S., particularly through the 
birth of the Farm Bill (Gottlieb & Joshi, 2010).  In the 1930s, the turmoil of war and economic 
crisis had left many Americans poor and hungry and farmers with an excess of crops that few 
could afford (Imhoff, 2007, p. 34).  The plan was that the U.S. government would buy the surplus 
of crops from the farmers, which would help secure the farmers and stock food for when times 
got tough (Imhoff, 2007, p. 34). What initially began as a political act to help agricultural workers 
and hungry people, transformed to a bill that has since rewarded destructive farming practices 
and transnational corporations, while hurting farmers in poorer countries (Imhoff, 2007, p. 39).    
 In the book, Food Fight: The Citizen’s Guide to a Food and Farm Bill, author Daniel Imhoff 
explains how industrial agriculture has been perpetuated by the U.S. Farm Bills over the last 70 
or more years.  The Farm Bill is a piece of legislation that is discussed, debated and revised by 
Congress every 5-7 years and in 2010, had “two primary thrusts: (1) food stamp and nutrition 
programs, (2) income and price supports for commodity crops (over 40 percent of current 
spending)” (Imhoff, 2007, p. 22).    
 The Farm Bill is designed to support the production, distribution and consumption of “just 
four primary groups: food grains, feed grains, oilseeds, and upland cotton.  Most of these are 
either fed to cattle in confinement or processed into oils, flours, starches, sugars, or other 
industrial food additives” (Imhoff, 2007, p. 59).  This means that processed foods such as cookies, 
crackers and chips are often sold at less cost than the immense varieties of fruits, vegetables, 
herbs, nuts and non-subsidized grains that are actually delicious and nutritious food choices. 
Farmers that do produce varieties of fruits, vegetables and nuts, like many California farmers, are 
not receiving any subsidies for their crops (Imhoff, 2007, p. 59).  This explains why these foods 
are often more expensive in the grocery stores, and why schools have had trouble using their 
restricted budgets on these pricier food items (Imhoff, 2007, p. 59). 
 Subsidizing the primary “cash crops,” i.e. corn, cotton, wheat, rice and soybeans, has 
negatively impacted medium-to-small farms in both the U.S. and worldwide (Imhoff, 2007, p. 
59).  For decades now, the surplus of cash crops has been dumped into the international trade 
market, consequently lowering global prices and hurting farmers in developing countries (Imhoff, 
2007, p. 72).  Joseph Stiglitz, economist and Noble Prize winner, explains the issues with the 
farm subsidies and international trading, stating, “ 
  When subsidies lead to increased production with little increase in consumption, as is 
typical with agricultural commodities, higher output translates directly into higher exports. 
Higher exports translate directly into lower prices for producers. And lower prices translate 
directly into lower incomes for farmers and more poverty among poor farmers in the Third 
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World (Imhoff, 2007, p. 74).   
 
 This type of global trading supported by the Farm Bill and the Agreement on Agriculture 
of the World Trade Organization has given corporations incredible control over the worldwide 
food systems (Clapp & Fuchs, 2009, p. 6).  Today, the corporate ownership over the global food 
supply is stronger than ever.  For instance, just four corporations- Cargill, Dreyfus, Bunge and 
ADM- “control more than 75% of the global grain trade” (greenpeace.org).  These transnational 
corporations (TNCs), along with others, have been key players in the establishment of the 
international food system (Clapp & Fuchs, 1).  This globalization of food networks has 
commodified agriculture and food “through complex and global production chains dominated 
by TNCs, which demand durable products and thrive on distance, both social and physical, 
between the production and consumption of food” (Clapp & Fuchs, 2009, p. 4). 
 The most recent Farm Bill of 2014, has made some changes to the subsidy system and has 
also granted funding to research on organic food production and healthy eating incentives for 
various groups (O’Connor, 2016). Still, many of the subsidized crop deals remain in place, 
supporting the myriad of processed foods that continue to contribute to America’s diet-related 
diseases and our planet’s depleting health. 
 While globalizing the food system has brought a great variety of food and loads of cheap 
edibles to the U.S., the negative effects of this system outweigh the good.  These negative 
consequences include threats to: the environment worldwide, international food security, the 
livelihoods of small farmers, human health, individual and community sovereignty, and food 
safety (Clapp & Fuchs, 2009, p. 6).  As Michael Stone (2009) explains, “The apricot farmers can’t 
make a living as a result of an apricot surplus caused partly by world trade agreements that make 
Turkish apricots cheaper to food distributors (including those that supply schools).  Meanwhile, 
the schools don’t have mechanisms to buy from local farmers” (p. 231).  While it’s clear that the 
political and economic climate for local food systems has been challenging, it is also teaching us 
that we cannot go on as we have.   
 Just as our garden programs are embedded in the national food system, the U.S. food 
system is embedded in a larger political and economic system that favors corporate control, 
centralization and industrialization. In This Changes Everything: Our Climate vs. Capitalism 
(2014), author Naomi Klein outlines the realities of planetary health as a result of industrialization 
and corporate greed, making the case for a poignant call to action in defense of the earth.  With 
the increasing threat of a warming planet, Klein tells us that “climate change will change 
everything about our world,” warning that cities will drown and future generations will be 
consistently challenged by extreme weather (Klein, 2014).  “And it’s not just environmentalists 
who are raising the alarm. The World Bank also warned when it released its report that “we’re 
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on track for a 4-degree C warmer world (by century’s end) marked by extreme heat waves, 
declining global food stocks, loss of ecosystems and biodiversity, and life-threatening sea level 
rise” (Klein, 2004, p. 16). It seems that the planet simply cannot sustain life as we know it, and, 
as Klein suggests, this changes everything. 
 
Education Today 
 As U.S. land has become more industrialized, our nations’ public schools have grown more 
standardized, promoting the idea that each child should be learning and developing at the same 
rate as their peers (Ableman, 2005).  One of the most notable mandates of this standardization 
in public schooling is the legislation of No Child Left Behind (NCLB).  Beginning in 2001, NCLB 
has placed timely demands on schools and teachers to train students for standardized tests in 
math and English language arts (Hirschi, 2015, p. 5). As a result, there is less time for hands-on 
projects and subjects that are less regulated by tests, such as gardening, art and civic 
engagement. While No Child Left Behind was designed “to increase student achievement across 
the board and reduce student achievement gaps among student populations,” it has resulted in 
extra stress and pressure on teachers to teach to a test rather than create educational 
experiences for their students (Hirschi, 2015, p. 6).  More often than not, there is a serious lack 
of time in the average school day for anything other than the mandated curriculum plans.   
 Standardizing education is a way of placing expectations on people as if they are machines, 
each one needing to operate the exact same as the other.  This brand of schooling creates 
unnecessary competition amongst children.  In the book, Ancient Futures: Lessons from Ladakh 
for a Globalizing World (2009), author Helena Norberg-Hodge explains that children greatly 
benefit from learning from other kids older or younger than themselves.  She writes, “By 
artificially creating social units in which everyone is the same age, the ability to help and to learn 
from each other is greatly reduced. Instead, conditions for competition are automatically created, 
because each child is put under pressure to be just as good as the next one” (Norberg-Hodge, 
2009, p. 127).  This competition is not only unnatural, it is counter-productive to educating 
children for a sustainable world where cooperation and harmony are needed.  Fritoj Capra 
believes that nurturing relationships amongst humans and all life is essential for establishing 
sustainable systems.  He explains, “Because members of an ecological community derive their 
essential properties, and in fact their very existence, from their relationships, sustainability is not 
an individual property, but a property of an entire network” (Capra, 2005, p. 23).  The modern 
public education system downplays the ideals of community building and inflates the 
responsibilities of the individual, a condition of the neoliberal model that pervades nationally 
and worldwide.  
 The critique that public education trains students to be consumers in a capitalistic society 
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rather than citizens in a healthy democracy is echoed by many and written about in the 2012 
book, Education and Capitalism: Struggles for Learning and Liberation.  In the chapter, Obama’s 
Neoliberal Agenda for Public Education, author Gillian Russom explains how the financial crisis 
of 2008 warped Obama’s pre-election educational goals to instead “accelerate a neoliberal 
agenda for education,” an effort that has involved “using test score data to evaluate teachers; 
shutting down or reconstituting schools deemed to be failing; and expanding privately run, 
mostly non-union charter schools” (Russom, 2012, p. 110).  Privatizing education means wealthy 
foundations are banning together to pour funding into charter schools and dismantle teacher 
unions, pulling much needed resources from public education (Russom, 2012).  In many ways, 
“policies in one of the last ‘public’ institutions in the United States are being set by the nation’s 
most powerful private interests” (Russom, 2012, p. 110).   
Taking the blame for failing student test scores are often the teachers who work tirelessly 
to stay standing in the sinking public school systems.  In 2016, my brother-in-law and my best 
friend, both teachers in Albuquerque, were denied a $10,000 pay raise (which would have 
brought their pay to just over $40,000 annually) because their students did not meet the 
necessary benchmarks tested. Their cases are examples of the value-added measures (VAMs) 
that are now applied to public school teachers to judge their effectiveness in the classroom in a 
type of corporate-styled ranking.  In many U.S. public schools, VAMs determine a teacher’s yearly 
salary, “known as performance or merit pay,” and (Russom, 2012, p. 125).  According to Russom, 
performance pay is detrimental for several reasons: it punishes teachers working in poor districts 
in schools that face the most challenging obstacles; it fosters competition amongst teachers 
because there is a limited amount of merit-pay money, thus, minimizing collaboration around 
fostering effective education practices; and it places even more emphasis on the standardizes 
tests “which has proven to be both biased and a poor gauge of actual student learning” (Russom, 
2012, p. 126).  
VAMs do not take into consideration factors that are not so easy to measure, such as a 
students’ stress, home life, hunger or motivation.  With at least 20% of U.S. children living in 
poverty, it’s only logical that students’ test performances are effected by larger, societal 
influences than simply their teachers’ performance in the classroom (Russom, 2012, p. 126).  Even 
the Department of Education reported in 2010 that “more than 90 percent of the variation in 
student score gains is due to the variation in student-level factors that are not under control of 
the teacher” (Chiang & Schochet, 2010, p. 35). 
 As the demands on teachers’ performances are rising, public education funding is being 
smothered right and left in the U.S.  And this is especially true right here in Arizona. In March of 
2015, Arizona Governor Doug Ducey approved a budget that “kept K-12 funding at minimum,” 
making Arizona the state that spends the least per public school student in the nation (Suerth, 
2016).  In a country whose median annual teacher’s salary is $50,000, Arizona teachers have one 
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of the lowest starting salaries at an average of $31,000 (Suerth, 2016).  It seems ironic that the 
more students and teachers are pressured to perform on mandated assessments, the less 
funding is available to assist them in this grueling process.  
 Since Obama took office in 2008, and his neoliberal agenda for public education has 
rolled out, a new act has been passed to replace No Child Left Behind. On December 10, 2015, 
Obama signed the ‘Every Student Succeeds Act’ (ESS), an overhaul to the NCLB Act (Rizga, 
2015).  “The big change in the new bill is that it significantly reduces the power and the role of 
the federal government in grading, reforming, and punishing schools or teachers” (Rizga, 2015).  
Overall, the ESS places more power and responsibility in the hands of each state to manage 
academic progress on the local level, decreases the amount of standardized tests administered 
in primary and secondary schools and increases funding for early childhood education (Rizga, 
2015).  
While the ESS Act brings what appears to be positive change to U.S. schools, it does not 
address the fact that “the per-student funding gap between rich and poor schools has grown by 
44 percent” over the past 10 years (Rizga, 2015, para. 2).  The consequences of inadequate 
school funding include bigger and less manageable classes, less qualified teachers, and more 
demanding schedules without sufficient planning and professional development time for faculty 
and staff (Rizga, 2015).  If the U.S. is going to truly reform our educational system, it needs to 
address the widespread inequalities that greatly impact public schools across the country. 
One increasingly popular solution to avoid the issues plaguing public schools has been 
to replace them with charter schools. Since 2008, 4,000 district public schools have shut down 
while the amount of charter schools has dramatically increased (Casey, 2015).  Charter schools 
can be started by anyone, like community members, parents and teachers, and they receive 
public funding which allows them to operate tuition-free (Casey, 2015).  Charter schools have a 
lot more freedom than public schools. “Optimally, this freedom extends to their operations, 
budgets, staffing, curriculum, and more.  If they don’t deliver the promised outcomes, their 
authorizers are supposed to close them, not tell them what to do or meddle with them” (Finn & 
Manno, 2015, para. 5).  Essentially, charter schools have the freedom to decide how to educate 
their students without needing to adhere to any one format to do so.  This means that if a charter 
school wanted to create a curriculum and school philosophy based on environmental awareness 
through experiential learning, they could do so without any pushback from the school district, 
the state or the federal government, as long as their students are reaching their academic 
outcomes.   
Many charter schools exist in low-income neighborhoods serving students who are 
minorities and live below the poverty line.  Proponents of charter schools argue that they offer 
students alternatives to some of the worst urban schools in the U.S. (Finn & Manno, 2015).  
However, arguments against charter schools say that they “are failing to serve students with the 
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greatest needs, disrupting communities, increasing racial segregation of schools, and 
introducing new kinds of corruption into education, all the while producing similar or worse 
educational outcomes than public schools” (Russom, 2012, p. 127).   
It’s difficult to accurately measure the efficacy of a school be it public or charter (Sanchez, 
2013). Still, what’s clear to me is that the majority of public schooling is incredibly focused on 
molding young people to be obedient, competitive, and standardized over being critical 
thinkers, collaborators, and creative. Former New York State “teacher of the year” John Taylor 
Gatto adds to the discussion on the despairs of public schooling in the book, Dumbing Us Down: 
The Hidden Curriculum of Compulsory Schooling (1992), with reflections from his own 
experience teaching in Harlem for twenty-six years.  Even though this book is fifteen years old, I 
recognize its relevance today. Gatto outlines seven lessons which he argues are taught 
“universally from Harlem to Hollywood Hills,” serving as a kind of national curriculum that has 
contributed greatly to the demise of communities and of the healthy evolution of humanity 
(Gatto, 1992, p. 1). A brief outline of these seven lessons taught across the U.S. looks like this: 1) 
Confusion: teaching disconnected topics that are out of context; 2) Class position: “everyone 
has a proper place in the pyramid and there is no way out of your class except by number magic;” 
3) Indifference: students jump from one subject to the next, conditioned to drop everything at 
the sound of a bell; 4) Emotional dependency: students are taught to “surrender their will to the 
predestined chain of command;” 5) Intellectual Dependency: “good students wait for the 
teacher to tell them what to do;” 6) Provisional Self-Esteem: “self-respect should depend on 
expert opinion;” 7) One Can’t Hide: students are always under surveillance without freedom to 
develop independently (Gatto, 1992, p. 3-11).   
Reading these lessons makes me sad because I know they’re true.  I’ve seen them in 
motion, I’ve taught them myself.  It can seem easy in the moment to go along with the standard 
formation of teaching, unaware of the greater patterns at work that dictate our actions and blind 
our minds.  Being trained in this compulsory schooling can require years of unlearning and 
awareness building of what is true.  And this doesn’t happen easily.   
We’ve come to a place in our time as a species where we need to be more engaged with 
what is true to us, what our purpose is, and how we can cultivate meaningful lives from the 
beginning of our days on earth.  Practicing compulsory education, ignorant farming operations, 
and destructive behaviors in the name of capitalism and fear are not helping us establish this 
critical engagement.  We are in desperate need of a renewed presence and activation of values 
that align us with our natural symbiosis with the earth and its vital forces.  All this points to an 
urgent need to reform education so that children are receiving cohesive, relevant, participatory 




Calling for Garden & Food-based Education 
The more we get kids outside, the better chance we have of cultivating the widespread 
ecological consciousness we need to grow sustainable communities. In A Pedagogy for Ecology 
(2014), Ann Pelo explains, “An ecological identity allows us to experience the Earth as our home 
ground, and leaves us determined to live in honorable relationship with our planet” (Pelo, p. 42).  
Establishing a consciousness of our place—be it our neighborhood streets, the schoolyard during 
recess, a backyard—provides us with a sense of home. Pelo warns us that without a sense of 
home apathy ensues, and environmental degradation doesn’t bring such personal pain. She 
explains, “When no place is home, eating food grown thousands of miles away is normal, and it 
is easier to ignore the cost to the planet of processing and shipping it” (Pelo, 2014, p. 42).  This 
reality points to the need for what David Gruenwald and Gregory Smith call a “critical pedagogy 
of place” – a blending of critical pedagogy and place-based education (Brown, Williams, 2012, 
p. 64). “The critical strand of pedagogy of place serves to bring local practices into the light of 
thoughtful question, while the place-based element serves to root such inquiry in the human and 
biotic communities in which schools physically exist” (Brown, Williams, 2012, p. 65).  In a critical 
pedagogy of place students can understand how they fit into and impact their community, and 
recognize how cultural and ecological environments relate (Gruenewald, 2003, p. 6). 
It’s difficult to raise a child’s ecological consciousness through indoor learning, even if 
they are reading about some magical place outside or watching National Geographic on a big 
screen. Bringing the classroom outdoors opens-up vast opportunities for kids and adults to learn 
organically with the rhythms of the planet. Capra believes that for humanity to survive in the 
coming decades, people must develop ecological literacy—understood as the ability “to 
understand the principles of organization, common to all living systems, that ecosystems have 
evolved to sustain the web of life” (Capra, 2005, p. 23).  Capra argues for eco-literacy to become 
“a critical skill for politicians, business leaders, and professionals in all spheres, and should be 
the most important part of education at all levels—from primary and secondary schools to 
colleges, universities, and continuing education and training of professionals” (Capra, 2005, p. 
230).  
Examples of learning that honor interconnectivity, experience and the earth are found in 
the book Ecological Ecoliteracy: Educating Our Children for a Sustainable World (2005), written 
by various authors.  In the chapter, Indian Pedagogy: A Look at Traditional California Indian 
Teaching Techniques (2005) by Malcolm Margolin, the author writes about Native American 
education practices he’s learned through his own lived experiences and extensive research.  He 
discusses the misinterpretation of indigenous peoples teaching pedagogy, emphasizing the fact 
that they were very intentional and systematic with how they went about educating their children 
through a “native pedagogy” (Margolin, 2005, p. 69).  This pedagogy included “knowledge by 
absorption,” initiation, ceremonies, storytelling, song, dance, and lived experience.  He draws 
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distinctions between indigenous and Western education, stating, “Western culture seems to 
crave certainty; we demand it from our religious beliefs and from our educational systems alike” 
(Margolin, 2005, p. 74).  Margolin explains that indigenous peoples take a much different 
approach to uncertainty, explaining that in Indian pedagogy there is “a sense of humility: a sense 
that the world is far bigger, more complex, and more mysterious than the human mind can ever 
encompass, and that to be a full human being you need to learn to live with ambiguity and a 
tolerance for the unknown” (Margolin, 2005, p. 75).   
Learning through lived experience is a major part of the indigenous pedagogy, as it is 
not enough to simply hear about something. In order to know it, it must be experienced.  
“Knowledge is not just something to be stored and talked about; it’s something to be lived” 
(Margolin, 2005, p. 76). The practice of learning through living is discussed by professor Gregory 
A. Cajete in his chapter American Indian Epistemologies (2005), which explains how traditional 
American Indian education “was a process of education that unfolded through reciprocal 
relationships between one’s social group and the natural world” and worked “as a cultural and 
life-sustaining process” (Cajete, 2005, p. 70).  Built on understandings of interconnectedness and 
integration, reciprocity between all life and humans, and the principle of cycles within cycles, 
indigenous education teaches life-centered learning through participation and relationship to 
community (Cajete, 2005).   
Today, ecological education is often brought to life through pedagogies such as 
“experiential learning,” “place-based education,” and “sustainability education.”  One the best-
known advocates for experiential learning in the Western world is the late John Dewey, American 
educator, philosopher and psychologist. Gardening is an example of place-based education and 
experiential learning that Dewey called for almost a hundred years ago (Stone, 2009, p. 162).  
The basic principle behind experiential education is learning through doing or action.  Students 
are directed in an activity or provided an experience and then prompted to reflect on it (Hirschi, 
2015, p. 15).  The structure of experiential learning can be understood as a cycle of direct action, 
reflection on the experience, connecting the action to abstract concepts, and applying 
understandings to future situations (Hirschi, 2015, p. 15).  The setting of a garden is superb for 
experiential learning because it offers boundless opportunities to learn from that are applicable 
to a diverse range of subjects and people.   
Learning in the setting of a garden can also be categorized as place-based education, 
which can foster a deep understanding of the natural world because it immerses learners in 
nature. David Sobel, director of the Antioch New England Institute’s Center for Place-based 
Education, explains that place-based education is, “a simple proposition, really: Bring education 
back into the neighborhood.  Connect students with adult mentors, conservation commissions, 
and local businesses.  Get teachers into the community, into the woods, and on the streets—
closer to beauty and true grit” (Stone, 2009, p. 162).   
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By learning in and about gardening, children can actively study the relationships amongst 
plants, humans, animals and planetary elements, training them to think ecologically. In a garden, 
we can experience ourselves as part of nature, connecting us more closely with our own unique 
nature.  “Time spent in gardens increases students’ sense of well-being, improves their attitudes 
toward the environment, increases interpersonal skills, expands what they’re willing to eat, and 
provides improved learning for English Language Learners” (Hirschi, 2015, p. viii). The benefits 
of school gardens have been experienced and recorded since the nineteenth century (Hirschi, 
2015, p. ix). The USDA estimated that there were seventy-five thousand school gardens in the 
United States by 1910, “and two organizations—the School Garden Association of America and 
the International Children’s School Farm League—focused expressly on spreading the school 
garden movement” (Hirschi, 2015, p. ix).   
A school garden can look different ways and have multiple functions. It is a space to grow 
plants and produce, a center for food and health education, a project-based learning site for 
teachers, a special space for gathering, and a demonstration site for students and community 
members.  School gardens have the ability to contribute to the greater community’s food shed 
and train students and citizens to be actively involved in the growing of sustainable food systems. 
Furthermore, school gardens offer a sense of hope in a seemingly hopeless state of affairs.  “In 
so many ways our children hear about the environment in the context of fear,” notes a parent of 
a first grader from the book Ripe for Change (2015) by Jane Hirschi; “climate change, animal 
extinction, air or water or soil pollution.  In the school garden, my daughter is introduced to earth 
science by digging in the soil.  She and her classmates develop a personal connection to nature 
built on their own senses” (Hirschi, p. 4).   
Dilafruz Williams and Jonathan Brown, authors of the book Learning Gardens and 
Sustainability Education: Bringing Life to Schools and Schools to Life (2012), argue that learning 
through gardens is not just a way to understand ecosystems, but “rather, it is a way of thinking 
which fundamentally refigures mechanistic theories of knowledge and in so doing challenges the 
hegemony of dominant worldviews that perpetuate disconnected mechanistic perspectives” 
(Brown, Williams, 2012, p. 136).  Living without authentic relationships with the earth has in many 
ways allowed for devastating things to happen to the planet and its life. Gardening, on the flip 
side, offers the opportunity to interact with more-than-human life, which encourages the 
gardener to foster an appreciation of the natural world while learning the practical skills 
associated with growing food. Today, more environmental and education advocates are calling 
out for renewed pedagogies that truly connect people with the planet, and in doing so, are 
helping garden-based education make a comeback.  What once flourished in schools across the 
United States is now literally growing again nationwide, and for good reasons (xiii, 2015, p. 
Hirschi). 
 Teaching children the skills of growing food and demonstrating the communion of 
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mealtime in schools are not new concepts. In fact, there was a time when global crisis actually 
supported the inclusion and development of Farm-to-Schools programs in the U.S. Granted, the 
causes of this support were troubling, but nevertheless, food education in schools experienced 
a substantial boom during World War I when the Bureau of Education launched the United States 
School Garden Army (USSGA) in the year 1917 (Hayden-Smith, 2006). At the time, the 
government was concerned about its national food security, the rising increase in people moving 
from rural to urban areas, an unsteady agriculture output and famine.  In an effort to ensure food 
security, the government generously funded the USSGA program to build school gardens and 
integrate food education into the K-12 grade curriculums so that kids could learn how to grow 
food and help contribute to feeding the nation (Hayden-Smith, 2006).  The primary idea behind 
garden education was “learn by doing” (Hayden-Smith, 2006, p. 3).   In 1919, the director of the 
USSGA estimated that “this army of boys and girls may easily produce $250,000 worth of food, 
which will reach the consumer in perfect condition without the cost for transportation or handling 
and without loss through deterioration of the markets” (Hayden-Smith, 2006, p. 7). Overall, kids 
were excited to participate in the program and answer their nation’s call to be a “soldier of the 
soil.”  And although the program was never meant to be “a temporary wartime measure,” it lost 
funding and fizzled out after WWII (Hayden-Smith, 2006, p. 10). 
 
Grounds for Edible Education  
Fortunately, today, more educators and school administrations are recognizing the values 
of garden education and are bringing back what has become known as Farm-to-School (F2S). 
The F2S implementation differs depending on who you talk to or what school you’re at.  Still, the 
basic components of F2S include: procurement—schools purchase food from local farmers and 
serve this food in their cafeterias or as snacks, education—students learn about agriculture, 
health, nutrition and food, and school gardens—students participate in education through 
gardening (www.farmtoschool.org).  My job at Killip Elementary focuses on education and school 
gardens, while the procurement piece would come from Southwest Foodservice Excellence 
(SFE), the company that supplies the Flagstaff Unified School District (FUSD) with their breakfast, 
lunch and in some schools, dinner meals.  The Arizona Department of Education does have a 
Farm-to-School initiative currently in the works, which is a sign that garden education is gaining 
institutionalized support.  Arizona’s F2S movement is still slow-growing and is concentrated in 
southern Arizona, pointing to the need for more people to get behind this movement, especially 
in Northern Arizona. 
 Farm-to-School programs support the inclusion of edible education and food literacy in 
the schools.  Edible education, can be summed-up as “teaching the art of cultivating and cooking 
one’s own food” (Karavias, n.d., para. 4).  Edible, or food-based education, is expanded on 
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through the notion of food literacy, which, again, “entails understanding the systems through 
which food progresses from soil to table and back to soil” (Barlow, n.d., para. 1).   
 Teaching food literacy is a way to bring democratic values into education, as it advocates 
that everyone has the right to clean, healthy, and delicious food.  In his book, Terra Madre: 
Forging a New Global Network of Sustainable Food Communities, Italian food activist Carlo 
Petrini explains how pleasure from food is a virtue that every person has a right to regardless of 
class, race or education (Petrini, 2009).  Petrini founded Slow Food, a worldwide movement that 
encourages people to know the source of their food and relish in the pleasures that food can 
bring to the body, mind and spirit.  As the antagonist of the widespread fast food culture, Slow 
Food promotes traditional and regional cuisine brought to us by local agriculture, animal 
husbandry, and small businesses (slowfood.com).  It is “a movement for the protection and right 
to pleasure,” says Petrini (2009, p. 48). A type of pleasure that Petrini refers to as a sober 
pleasure, “a gift of nature,” that comes from tradition and the intentional consumption of food 
and drink, and not a virtue only to be afforded by the wealthy (Petrini, 2009, p. 57).  
 Aligning with the teachings of edible education and food literacy, Petrini advocates for a 
“new gastronomy” to be adopted by all.   
 Gastronomy is thus a multidisciplinary science, one that involves and intersects with all 
knowledge of food as a material element, from its cultivation (or breeding) to its consumption, 
and as a cultural element, processed according to tradition or otherwise, recounted or analyzed 
in a more or less scientific way (Petrini, 2009, p. 58).   
 
This new gastronomy makes way for a “new sustainability” and a “new humanism,” inviting the 
participation of those often omitted from experiencing the pleasures of food (Petrini, 2009, p. 
59).  Youth, for example, are usually omitted from the process of food-based production and 
decision-making.  However, it’s been shown that when kids are involved in the growing, knowing, 
and preparing of their food, they become advocates for just food systems (Bigelow, Swinheart, 
2014).  Take for example, the creation of the “Youth Food Bill of Rights,” a “work in progress” 
originally designed in 2012 at a yearly conference sponsored by Rooted in Community (Bigelow, 
Swinheart, 2014, p. 354).  This manifesto includes 17 rights that the participating youth say are 
needed “in order to reshape our broken food system” (Bigelow, Swinheart, 2014, p. 354).  
Included in this youth bill are the right to nutritional education, healthy and local foods, 
leadership education, and the right to cultivate unused land (http://www.youthfood- 
billofrights.com). The Youth Food Bill of Rights demonstrates how educating our nation’s youth 
about food and food systems can raise consciousness and inspire action for social justice, which 
is desperately needed at this time of planetary crisis.  
 Perhaps one of the best examples in the United States of a school that is promoting 
ecological literacy through food-based education is The Edible Schoolyard (ESY) at Martin Luther 
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King Middle School in Berkley, California.  ESY includes a 1-acre garden and “involves students 
in all aspects of farming the garden and preparing, serving, and eating food as a means of 
awakening their senses and encouraging awareness and appreciation of the transformative 
values of nourishment, community, and stewardship of the land” (edibleschoolyard.org).  By 
examining this program, we can see the processes, practices and outcomes of a strong food 
literacy program that is integrated into the classroom curricula, extra-curricular programs, school 
landscape, cafeteria and greater school community.  The ESY demonstrates what is possible for 
school food and serves as an important model of how to systematically transform the relationship 
that children have with their bodies, their communities and the planet. Alice Waters, chef and 
owner of Chez Panisse restaurant, who initiated the Edible Schoolyard in 1995, explains, 
“Change the curriculum and teach them how to garden and how to cook, and we can show that 
growing food and cooking and eating together give lasting richness, meaning, and beauty to 
our lives” (Waters, 2005, p. 55).  
 One of the most successful charter elementary schools promoting ecological awareness 
and sustainability in Northern Arizona is the STAR School in Leupp—a remarkable place I had 
the privilege of touring.  Operating since 2001, STAR School works with students from the 
southwest corner of the Navajo Nation and surrounding rural areas and is the first “totally off-
grid public charter school in the U.S.” (starschool.org).  The school, built on a south-facing hill, 
receives all of its energy from solar panels, passive solar and two wind generators.  The campus 
houses food-producing gardens equipped with cold frames and small hoop houses for winter 
growing.  Attached to part of the school is a greenhouse with a hydroponic system for growing 
salad greens year-round.   
 The name of the school, STAR, stands for “Service To All Relations,” and uses place-based 
education as their primary teaching method.  For them, “this means that the land, the natural 
environment, the people, and the culture of the area in which students’ families live and the 
school exists provide much of the context and content of projects that students work on in the 
school” (starschool.org).  For instance, the design and function of the solar and wind energy 
generators at the school are subjects of study for the students.  Additionally, food education is 
an integral component of the school’s curriculum, so much so that the school has a commercially 
certified kitchen that it uses to process and prepare the garden produce in home-ec class.  It is 
also the only school in Northern Arizona with a state certified garden, allowing them to serve 
their garden’s produce in the school cafeteria. 
 At STAR School, we see how a school-wide gardening program successfully operates.  
What makes their gardening program work is a combination of factors.  For starters, it is in the 
school’s mission to teach students about the interconnected relationships amongst all life, 
making food a central component of their teachings.  Because food education is a school-wide 
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value, teachers are supported by the administration to design and implement lessons around 
food.  Furthermore, the school has two instructors solely dedicated to food education—a 
gardening teacher who is the lead grower and a home-ec teacher who is responsible for all the 
processing and preparation of the produce.  Funding comes from a multitude of resources, many 
of which are grants that support a lot of the infrastructure needed to maintain and expand the 
gardening operation.  The STAR School is an encouraging model of how a school can create a 
sustainable center for education that mirrors the values and lessons they aspire to teach their 
students.   
 Both the STAR School and the Edible Schoolyard promote food literacy in ways that 
demonstrate their cultural meanings of food.  The variations of food education reflect how values 
and needs surrounding food differ from person to person, place to place, culture to culture.  
There is no one-size-fits-all to food!  Just as there is no one way to teach the meaning and 
significance of food to children.  An individuals’ understanding and choice of food are influenced 
by a variety of factors—taste, ethnicity, place, religion, socio-economic status, etc. (Kittler, 
Sucher, Nahikian-Nelms, 2012, p. 1995).  One’s culture— broadly defined as the “values, beliefs, 
attitudes, and practices accepted by members or a group or community”—has a great influence 
over their use of food (Kittler, Sucher, Nahikian-Nelms, 2012, p. 6).   
 In a multicultural country such as the U.S., it’s clear that the ways Americans use food are 
as diverse as the people.  Authors of the informative text, Food and Culture (2nd Edition, 2012) 
by Pamela Goyan Kittler and Kathryn Sucher, discuss cultural pluralism and how it relates to 
cuisine, stating: “Exotic combinations of ingredients and preparation techniques result in new 
American dishes, such as tofu lasagna, tuna croissant sandwiches, and chili-topped spaghetti. It 
is this unique blending of the traditional and the new that makes the study of American foods 
and food habits so exciting and challenging” (p. 23).  In a country that is increasingly culturally 
diverse, it’s important to recognize that the meaning and habits of food vary greatly amongst 
people and that there are many ways of understanding food.   
 And, still, with the variety of ways humans make sense of food, we share a connection to 
the rhythms that form its luster. While many of us have been trained to believe we are separate 
from this nature—from the cycles of seasons and elements of earth—we are not so independent 
(Petrini, 2009).  “Food is our link with the outside world and nature: eating it makes us part of 
the complex system that the ancients described as ‘the breath of the earth’” (Petrini, 2009, p. 
46).  Through food literacy education schools can encourage students to explore the diverse 
meanings of food, and with that, promote widespread service to all relations, which is essential 
for creating sustainable communities.  Together as a species, we must take a “holistic approach 
embracing all the connections that exist among the living systems” in order to begin reversing 
the damage caused by not following this way (Petrini, 2009, p. 81).  Schools—public, charter, 
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private and home—must be on board with this movement if it is to succeed. 
 
Project-Based Learning Pedagogy 
 In a standardized teaching approach where prescribed curriculums are mandated for 
uniformity, there’s hardly space for food literacy in the learning process.  This is not the case with 
project-based learning, a teaching approach that encourages teachers to situate learning in the 
places where students reside. In the book, PBL in the Elementary Grades: Step-by-Step 
Guidance, Tools and Tips for Standards-Focused K-5 Projects (2011), the authors note that the 
term “PBL” is often used broadly, “including under its umbrella such similar instructional 
methods as problem-based learning, design challenges, place-based learning, the use of 
complex case studies and simulations, and guided inquiry“ (Hallerman & Larmer, p. 6).  
 PBL is considered by many to be a form of engaged learning, meaning “learners take 
responsibility for their own work, are self-regulated, and are able to define their own goals and 
evaluate their own accomplishments” (Helm & Katz, 2001, p. 5).  The Glossary of Education 
Reform refers to student engagement as “the degree of attention, curiosity, interest, optimism, 
and passion that students show when they are learning or being taught, which extends to the 
level of motivation they have to learn and progress in their education” (Student Engagement, 
para. 1, 2016).  Authors of the book, Young Investigators: The Project Approach in the Early 
Years (2001), explain that this educational approach benefits students by improving their 
understandings of reading, language, and math skills, as well as enhancing their social and 
emotional development (Helm & Katz, 2001, p. 5).  Other studies of PBL show an increase in 
students’ engagement and problem-solving abilities (Zubrzycki, 2016).  
 The skills emphasized in the project approach are focused-on intellectual goals rather than 
academic objectives (Helm & Katz, 2001).  According to Helm and Katz (2001), intellectual skills 
“address dispositions; that is, habits of the mind that include a variety of tendencies to interpret 
experience” (p. 4 as cited in Katz, 1993). This includes the disposition to 
• Make sense of experience 
• Theorize, analyze, hypothesize, and synthesize 
• Predict and to check predictions 
• Find things out 
• Strive for accuracy 
• Be empirical 
• Grasp the consequences of actions 
• Persist in seeking solutions to problems 
• Speculate about cause-effect relationships 
• Predict others’ wishes and feelings 
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 (Helm & Katz, 2001, p. 4).    
 
While Helm and Katz (2001) argue that these skills are often inherent in humans, they need to be 
strengthened and developed in young students.  Teaching intellectual goals train students to be 
engaged learners, helping them to be more active participants in their self-development beyond 
their time in school.  
 Recently, both at Killip Elementary and public schools nationwide, there has been a 
movement towards experiential and thematic instruction based on students’ interests.  The Buck 
Institute for Education, a nonprofit focused on the development and quality of PBL based out of 
California, has been growing thanks to this educational trend (Zubrzycki, 2016). “The group 
trained 500 educators in project-based learning in 2010; in 2016, it trained 15,000” (Zubrzycki, 
2016, para. 3).  Recognizing that NCLB policy narrowed curriculum so much that students were 
graduating without relatable real world skills, PBL instruction is being embraced to get students 
applying skills rather than memorizing them for tests. Instead of relying on standardized 
instruction, PBL is focused on a process of inquiry, action and reflection around topics that are 
relevant to the students’ lives.  In the book, Hallerman & Larmer (2011) explain: 
In PBL, students are pulled through the curriculum by a meaningful question to explore, an 
engaging real-world problem to solve, or a challenge to design or create something. Before 
they can accomplish this, students need to inquire into the topic by asking questions and 
developing their own answers. To demonstrate what they learn, students create high-quality 
products and present their work to other people (Hallerman & Larmer, 2011, p. 5). 
 
 PBL begins with a “driving question” that engages a project or problem as its focus.  This 
question, depending on the age and developmental stage of the students, is either pre-
determined by the instructor, is student-generated, or a combination of both (Hallerman & 
Larmer, 2011).  The project should be meaningful to the students and ideally culturally relevant 
and situated in the community where they live (Railsback, 2002).  For example, this past fall 2016, 
our garden club worked with the driving question, “How can we as the Killip garden caretakers 
share our garden space, food, and knowledge with our community?” This question guided me 
and the students through a series of conversations that determined our actions.  We discussed 
possible answers to our driving question, made lists, voted, created a timeline and worked 
through a continuous cycle of dialogue, action and reflection to ultimately create a Harvest 
Festival that served as an answer to our driving question. 
 Once the main inquiry is established in a PBL unit, which usually last 4-8 weeks, the teacher 
determines what learning outcomes should come from the project. The teacher works like a 
coach, guiding the project and its outcomes.  The direction that PBL takes is greatly dependent 
on the dialogue that comes from the students (Hallerman & Larmer, 2011, p. 114).  Students are 
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co-constructing their learning experience and practicing the valuable skills of critical thinking, 
collaboration, communication, and creativity—the 4 Cs of 21st Century Skills (Hallerman & 
Larmer, 2011, p. 5). This means that the teachers need to create learning environments that 
encourage their students “to define their own goals and evaluate their own accomplishments” 
(Helm & Katz, 2001, p. 5).  Helm and Katz (2001) explain that the project process is  
a dynamic one.  Since dynamic is defined by the American Heritage Dictionary as ‘relating 
to energy or objects in motion,’ ‘characterized by continuous change, activity, or 
progress,’ and ‘marked by intensity and vigor,’ the term can be accurately applied to the 
teaching process when the project approach is used with young children (p. 65). 
 
 Project-based learning is informed by several theories of education including experiential 
education, critical pedagogy, and constructivism. Through inquiry and experience, students 
build on what they know, work and interact with others and reflect on their experiences to 
formulate knowledge (Boss, 2011). Making meaning from experience aligns with the 
constructivist approach to education which argues “that learning is an active, contextualized 
process of constructing knowledge rather than acquiring it” (Ertmer & Newby, 1993). This style 
of teaching empowers the learner to take ownership over their education and center it on their 
interests, values that are also professed by critical pedagogy, a teaching approach that 
emphasizes the use of dialogue to raise consciousness, or conscientizacão, as Paulo Freire would 
say (Freire, 2005, p. 64).  Critical pedagogy challenges teachers to position themselves, again, 
not just as a teacher “dispensing information,” but as a student in a dance with her students—a 
dance of dialogue, problem-posing, action and reflection (Freire, 2005).  “In this way, the 
problem-posing educator constantly re-forms (her) reflections in the reflection of the students. 
The students—no longer docile listeners—are now critical co-investigators in dialogue with the 
teacher” (Freire, 2005, p. 75).  
 Being in dialogue with students and loosening the reins of classroom control after years of 
mandated curricula and teaching to a test, can feel like an extreme makeover from the ways that 
many teachers have become accustomed to instructing. The Buck Institute for Education (2015) 
explains, “When transitioning to PBL, one of the biggest hurdles for many teachers is the need 
to give up some degree of control over the classroom, and trust in their students” (bie.org).  This 
means throwing out the color-coded lesson binder and being open to what surfaces as a result 
of the PBL process, while still focusing on desired learning outcomes.  Other challenges teachers 
face as they shift to PBL instruction include feeling unprepared professionally, like they lack the 
know-how to teach in this style (Murphy, 2016).  “Even in districts offering professional 
development for PBL, it never feels like it is enough because PBL is a learning-by-doing 
endeavor” (Murphy, 2016, para. 7).  Learning how to use project-based learning is a project in 
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and of itself.  
 There’s also the question of how to grade or assess students in PBL.  While tests are not 
banned from this pedagogy, instructors are discouraged from depending on them for student 
evaluation. Instead, teachers and students should be in constant communication with one 
another about the status of the project and how each student is participating and progressing. 
“By the time the project comes to a close, it will be clear which students have demonstrated 
understanding of the content, and which students have not” (Murphy, 2016, para. 8).  And 
instead of asking students questions about their work that have one right or wrong answer, 
teachers should pose open-ended questions so that students can reflect more authentically on 
their knowledge and experience with the project (Murphy, 2016, para. 8).   
 Students who are instructed through PBL, also face challenges with this pedagogy.  Many 
students, especially ones that begin PBL in high school, have grown accustomed to the 
memorization/regurgitation formula of standardized education and are not used to having to 
engage as co-creators of their learning experiences (Vander Ark & Liebtag, 2016).  This presents 
another layer of challenge to integrating PBL as students may not feel comfortable or welcoming 
to such a change in schooling.  Yet, sometimes the most significant time in a person’s education 
comes when they are forced to recognize their own power in the construction of their learning 
and realize that they have the consciousness to engage critically in their world.  Project-based 
learning, even with all its challenges and imperfections, gives students that chance to awaken to 
their own cognition.  
 There’s a lot of flexibility in the type of project adopted by a PBL unit, making it a very 
adaptable pedagogy to diverse situations and people.  At Killip, using the garden as a site for 
project-based learning is a natural fit.  So much of what a garden needs to function and thrive 
comes from communal actions that can be framed as projects. For instance, every fall the Killip 
garden needs to be prepped for the cold winter months ahead.  In this case, a question could 
be, “how can we as the stewards of the Killip garden prepare the garden for the winter season?”  
From this driving question comes a lot of sub-questions, research, options, and actions.  The 
garden itself serves as a central voice in this process, as there are specific times when the garden 
needs specific actions, and we, as the gardeners, must learn to listen and communicate to know 
when and how to act.  Working in collaboration with the garden through PBL teaches students 
how to be in relationship with the earth and how to be participants in community-based food 
creation.  
 Project-based learning pedagogy is used regularly at STAR School (R. Tso, personal 
communication, February 6, 2017).  Speaking with former STAR School media arts teacher, 
Rachel Tso, I learned about the alignment between PBL and indigenous education.  Both 
teaching approaches emphasize teaching about real world situations that are relevant to the 
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students’ lives.  This also means pulling in community members who are knowledge-keepers and 
can contribute to answering the project’s inquiry.  The Buck Institute for Education notes that a 
key part of PBL is finding relevant sources and involving the community in this process (bie.org).  
Tso explained that she would often tell her students to find the oldest person that they knew, 
pose their question to them, and record their contact’s response.  This method of information 
gathering allows for the inclusion of knowledge from elders, which makes the project more 
authentic and personal to the student. 
 PBL functions a bit differently when working with younger students as they don’t have the 
same skills and knowledge as older students.  Tso explained that when using PBL with students 
age 3 to grade 3, the teacher needs to regularly model the steps involved in inquiry-based 
learning so that students can learn how to eventually do these steps independently.  This means 
scaffolding big ideas and questions appropriately, breaking down information into digestible 
chunks so that it is understandable and relatable to the students.  Tso called this “facilitating 
learning how to learn,” and it’s a vital component to guiding students through PBL.  
 While the process of PBL is critical, so is the final outcome of the project.  Accomplishing 
an end-product shows students how hard work and perseverance pays-off.  The final products 
are typically created after the field work and research stages of the PBL unit and can come in 
many forms (Hallerman & Larmer, 2011).  Students receive feedback on their products from 
teachers, community members and/or relevant collaborators before presenting them to an 
audience.  Following the final presentation is an intentional reflection time for students and 
educators to look back on the project and analyze what went well, what didn’t work or needed 
improvement, and overall feelings and findings from the project experience.  Ending the project 
with reflection helps students make important connections between actions and outcomes, 
helping them recognize and understand the steps required to manifest ideas. 
 
Conclusion  
 Looking back at past programs to get youth involved in food literacy, and looking ahead 
to what our world may look like if we don’t build awareness and take action towards localized 
food systems, it’s obvious that up-leveling our school systems towards sustainability are needed 
now. By overlooking the opportunities to teach our children about food and the vast lessons, 
skills and values that come along with such a unifying topic, we are denying them full access to 
their human experience. And yet, for action towards unifying education and food to succeed, it 



















Chapter 3~ Theory & Lens 
 It is thanks to a dialogical process that I accessed a place in my relationships with the Killip 
school community where I felt comfortable pursuing my research through a motion of 
conversation, questioning, action and reflection.  When considering how to frame my research, 
I recognized the need to continue utilizing a dialogical approach so as to include the many voices 
of the Killip school garden community. Thus, my thesis work uses a framework of dialogue, action 
and reflection.  The following illustration symbolizes this approach, with each petal representing 














Action Learning Team 
 I come into my research as a graduate assistant of an Action Learning Team, whose 
“pedagogy of democratic organizing and engagement” utilizes this cycle of dialogue, action 
and reflection to create meaningful experiences for students to practice civic participation 
(Curtis, 2011).  In the article Sustainability, Democracy, Pedagogy: On Locating Ourselves in Dark 
Times, Dr. Kim Curtis argues for reciprocal and collaborative learning, along with an “approach 
to social change as a process rather than a project, a process in which weaving dense relational 
webs that create relational power is the sustaining center” (Curtis, 2011).  Fostering “relational 
power” requires talking to one another and being vulnerable, inquisitive and open-minded.  
“The framework is collaborative work. It should be a dialogue” (Curtis, personal communication, 
December 9, 2016). 
 In the SGALT we use dialogue to create our class community and to direct our ideas into 
actions for a greater purpose.  By talking through the course work and personal experiences and 
motivations, our students formulate deeper understandings of the links amongst themselves, 
food systems and education.  These conversations lead students to develop their own 
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inspirations for how to contribute to the school gardens.  Our students research and build garden 
installations, investigate school lunch reform, and prepare and serve communal meals, along 
with many other projects.  Reflection, through conversation, writing, and critical thinking, 
precedes and follows the action to deepen learning and meaning of the experiences.  It is 
through this process of collaborative learning that students begin to see themselves as active 
participants in their community, capable of making real change. 
 
Engaged Pedagogy 
 The Action Learning Team model is a type of engaged pedagogy, a term first used in Russ 
Edgerton's 2001 Education White Paper, that describes a kind of learning that encompasses a 
“range of student-centered approaches to teaching and learning” (Smith & O’Connell, n.d.). 
Engaged pedagogies can look differently depending on the teaching environment, but share 
the same qualities.   Advocates of engaged pedagogies believe that students need to be given 
the power to be actively involved in developing their learning experiences to train them to be 
active and creative citizens.  
 In pedagogies of engagement the role of the teacher is to be “less an imparter of 
knowledge and more a designer and facilitator of learning experiences and opportunities” 
(Smith, et. al., 2005, 88).  This means that there needs to be an emphasis on process in the 
learning experience, one that utilizes dialogue, reflection and action as a means of hearing 
students voices and fostering thoughtful discussions.  bell hooks writes about this process in 
Teaching to Transgress (1994), stating, “To engage in dialogue is one of the simplest ways we 
can begin as teachers, scholars, and critical thinkers to cross boundaries, the barriers that may or 
may not be erected by race, gender, class, professional standing, and a host of other differences” 
(hooks, 1994, p. 130).  By crossing barriers, people can learn from one another more authentically 
and build environments of trust and collaboration.  And it’s not only the students who grow, but 
teachers as well, as this type of learning is reciprocal and needs all parties to be vulnerable and 
take risks in how they think and communicate (hooks, 1994).  
 I see my thesis work as a little risky because I didn’t know what was going to come from 
my meetings with the Killip administrators or from my discussions and work with the garden club 
students.  Still, working from this framework of engaged pedagogy, I understood that embracing 
the unknown is an integral part of the process.  And through this process, both myself and the 
groups I worked with had the opportunities to expand our understandings of what food and 
gardening means and act to take these meanings and infuse them into the garden program.  
 With the students, this was achieved through project-based learning, which is considered 
a form of engaged pedagogy.  The dialogue I fostered with the kids opened-up pathways for 
their ideas to come through and shape the direction and actions of our garden-focused 
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experience. This is not to say that I, or any teacher working with a pedagogy of engagement, 
lead without working towards specific learning outcomes.  Engaged pedagogy is outcome-
oriented.  It is the craft of facilitation with simultaneous instruction that must be practiced in order 
to remain both open and flexible in the learning process and cognizant of learning objectives.  
This teaching is a non-linear, sometimes messy, and challenging because students are often 
unprepared for such methods and rather accustomed to being passive consumers in a sea of 
textbooks and lectures (hooks, 1994).  And while pedagogies of engagement do not always 
make for easy or efficient learning situations, they do foster spaces for democracy, where every 
voice matters and has the power to lead. 
 
Critical Pedagogy  
  Another primary influencer of my central framework of dialogue, action and reflection is 
critical pedagogy, a teaching approach that overlaps with engaged pedagogy.  Critical 
pedagogy understands teaching as a political act, one that works to create freedom from 
oppression through dialogical processes (Wink, 2011).  It is through authentic dialogue between 
teacher and students where both parties can stimulate their critical consciousness and gain a 
more expansive understanding of the world.  This process pushes its participants to recognize 
more fully the injustices engrained in the human experience and act towards solutions for positive 
social change, something that traditional schooling does not advocate for.   
 Philosopher, educator and author, Paulo Freire has written extensively about the meaning 
and methods of critical pedagogy and criticized widespread teaching formulas that he believed 
keep people oppressed. Freire famously called-out the “banking model” in standard education, 
where teachers train students to be passive vessels for information, filled-up by teachers 
depositing knowledge into them so that they can later regurgitate it through tests measuring, 
essentially, memorization skills (Freire, 2001).  In this model of education, Freire argues that 
students are intentionally taught to exist within a capitalist society because schools “are 
structured to serve the interests of the ruling class” and “hide or mystify conflict, injustice, 
inequality, poverty, suffering, and struggle” (Johnstone & Terzakis, 2012, p. 189). Thus, teaching 
people through the banking concept stifles their critical mind and consequently, their essential 
freedoms. 
 To counteract this schooling, Freire advocates for problem-posing education, a process 
consisting of naming, critically reflecting, and acting on the given problem (Wink, 2011).  This 
pedagogy is inquiry-based, relying on the teacher to create a space where students feel safe and 
comfortable voicing their curiosities and naming issues that they want to investigate. Induced by 
dialogue, problem-posing encourages participants to think critically about their built 
environments and the systems that rule them, which in turn, promotes liberation from these 
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constraints (Freire, 2001).  Those who engage in this process activate and elevate their 
consciousness, allowing them to break free from the banking concept and reflect and “act upon 
the world in order to transform it” (Freire, 2001, p. 52).   
 The work of critical pedagogy is relevant to my thesis partially because my research worked 
to ignite reflection and action upon the Killip garden program through dialogical processes.  The 
notion of raising consciousness was present in my work with both Killip groups, as our discussions 
and reflections led both me and them to consider how the garden, food, culture, education, and 
society intersect, giving us a stronger sense of where we are and where we want to go with the 
garden’s development.  In my work with the two groups, I was both teacher and student, just as 
the others were too.  As Freire explains, “They (teacher and students) become jointly responsible 
for a process in which all grow” (Freire, 2001, p. 74).   
 Taking this model into my conversations with the Killip administrators was especially 
relevant because it gave me a platform for cultivating a dialogical process with people I knew 
little about.  I approached the meetings not as teacher, expert or passive recipient, but as co-
collaborator open to understanding, listening, receiving and guiding.  Cognizant of my power in 
the situation, I also acted strategically, posing questions and rendering feedback to purposefully 
raise the consciousness of my colleagues surrounding the power of food and garden education. 
We taught one another through a reciprocal exchange of ideas and reflections, which led us to 
determine actions suitable for our collective desires.  
 Through this research process, I wanted both the students and the administrators to 
acknowledge the oppressive nature of the dominant food system and their responsibility to 
counteract its forces.  This was another way critical pedagogy influenced my work—using 
education for liberation from systems of oppression.  Throughout this thesis, I take the stance 
that our dominant food system is oppressive to people, the planet, and all life.   Breaking free 
from it requires dialogue and reflection with fellow community members in order to cultivate 
better ways of understanding and experiencing our food as individuals in a collective.  By way of 
this dialogical process we can raise not only our consciousness, but also the vibrations of the 
planet for the establishment of more vivacious life.  
  
Permaculture 
 There is a reciprocal relationship that humans can develop with the earth if they allow 
themselves to enter into an intentional rhythm of dialogue, reflection and action with it.   In the 
past and still today, my approach to teaching gardening and food-based curriculum has largely 
been dependent on the needs of the garden and pairing these needs with the energies of my 
students.  For instance, if the weeds are out of control, then we teach what weeds are and how 
they help and hurt our garden.  If the zucchinis are ready to harvest, then we create a lesson 
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based on the zucchinis.  In these lessons, I work strategically to capture the attention and 
feedback of the students to engage them in the garden experience, all the while feeding off of 
their participation to direct my teaching and give back to the garden.  It’s a dynamic exchange 
amongst us all, and it requires attention and intention to maximize the input and output of 
energies so that each party is receiving the highest yield of positive reinforcement. 
 My style of teaching comes from the study of permaculture, “the science of ecological 
design” (Morrow, 2006, p. 3).  Permaculture emphasizes working with nature, a process that is 
largely informed by observation and interaction.  Since the garden is at the center of my work at 
Killip, it is necessary to let the garden teach us what it needs and wants, giving the garden a 
central voice in the process.  Being in dialogue with the garden means intimately observing and 
interacting with it—listening, watching, touching, tasting and intuitively feeling its needs and 
desires.  It’s within these interactions between human and garden where dialogue, reciprocity, 
and understanding are nurtured, shaping both the earth and its stewards into greater harmony.  
 The permaculture principle, “observe and interact,” also applies to working with humans.  
When in dialogue with others there is a sensing of energies that must be felt in order to act both 
intuitively and deliberately.  This is especially true for me as a teacher.  Instructing elementary 
students using an engaged pedagogy requires intense observation of the students.  What’s 
getting them excited?  Why are they goofing-off?  How are they responding to this experience? 
What curiosities are surfacing?  These are all considerations I have as I observe and interact with 
the kids.  My training in permaculture has taught me how to actually work with students so that 
their ideas, interests, and inquiries inform their instruction. It’s a challenging process, and one 
that I am perpetually reflecting on in order to be a more effective teacher and communicator.    
 
My Learning Quest  
 My own practice of dialogue, action and reflection has brought me to where I am now.  
Much of what I brought to my thesis research is based on my own experiences as a teacher at 
Killip Elementary School, a participant in the food justice movement, and a student in the 
Sustainable Communities program.  Over the years, my conversations with people all over the 
world have taught me incredible knowledge on the topics of food and education.  What I learned 
from my diverse dialogues motivated my actions—to keep working on farms, to practice 
teaching, to apply for that job, to quit and go to grad school.  My process has been organic and 
heart-centered—a voyage of awakening consciousness.  
 Now more than ever I consider the role of reflection throughout my journey and in my 
present work.  Part of why I decided to come to graduate school was to have the chance to step 
back and reflect on the past eight years of my life, to contemplate my work and see it through a 
different perspective.  Being in the Sustainable Communities program has led me to not only 
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consider what brought me here, but the practice of reflection itself and its role and value in my 
life. It is through honest reflection, whether it be through writing, art, meditation, conversation 
or contemplation, that I am able to make better sense of my experiences, and to work out my 
thoughts to inform my decisions. I’m finding that reflection is a critical component of my work as 
a teacher and as an engaged participant in this world. 
 Reflection leads dialogue and instructs action. It is a major driver in keeping pedagogies 
of engagement cycling and moving forward. In the book, Reflective Practice for Educators (2004), 
the authors explain that, “Reflective practice, as a learning model, emphasizes the importance 
of cognition, maintaining that thought influences action. In essence, personal action theories, 
our ideas about the world, govern our behaviors—the decisions we make, the actions we take” 
(Osterman & Kottkamp, 2004, p. 8).  Through a reflective practice, individuals can become aware 
of the connections amongst their thoughts, actions and the impact of their work.  Within this 
awareness, the individual gains the insight needed to change their behavior—to act on behalf of 
























Chapter 4~ Methodologies 
 To bring dialogue, action and reflection to life, I chose to use a combination of action 
research (AR) and auto-ethnography.  Combining these methods allowed for a collaborative 
thesis that needed flexibility to grow and take shape as the voices of the Killip School Garden 
directed its maturation. Going into my research, I tried to be fully present in this process and act 
both strategically and in the flow.  In many ways, I followed the words of “researcher” Laura 
Thorp from her book, The Pull of the Earth: Participatory Ethnography in the School Garden 
(2005). “Sure, go ahead and prepare your research design. Plan away. But my advice, don’t hold 
on too tight” (Thorp, 2005, p. 117).   
 
What is Action Research?  
 Action research is defined as “systematic inquiry done by teachers (or other individuals in 
the teaching/learning environment) to gather information about—and subsequently improve—
the ways their particular schools operate, how they teach, and how well their students learn” 
(Mills, 2000, p. 21). My hope through my thesis work, and a reason I chose to work with an action 
research methodology, was to influence positive change in the garden program by engaging 
with people who are change makers in the school.  As explained in Mindful Inquiry in Social 
Research (1998), “The intention (of action research) is to influence or change a system, and the 
values are those of participation, self-determination, empowerment through knowledge, and 
change” (Malhotra, Bentz, Shapiro, 127).  Participation is a big deal to me because, as I’ve 
mentioned, my time as the garden coordinator is temporary.  Thus, I wanted to encourage 
members of the school to discuss and reflect on what the garden program was and could be so 
that my work would align with the school’s current and future goals.  
 In the book, Action Research: A Guide for the Teacher Researcher (2000), author Geoffrey 
Mills explains that action research is not only participatory, it is democratic.  Democracy without 
participation is impossible, as it is the voices of many that bring multiple insights and 
perspectives to the situation and ultimately create the conditions for social change.  The 
principles of action research are rooted in “a commitment to participatory processes for reform,” 
which comes from critical theory, a major influencer of AR (Mills, 2000, p. 7). Critical theory and 
action research also share an “interest in processes for enlightenment” as well as “a shared 
interest in liberating individuals from the dictates of tradition, habit, and bureaucracy,” (Mills, 
2000, p. 7).   
 Action research is also greatly influenced by postmodernism, which argues that truth is 
subjective, conditional, and situational, “and that knowledge is always an outgrowth of prior 
experience” (Mills, 2000, p. 8).  Instead of assuming, for instance, that there is one scientific way 
of teaching gardening, postmodern perspective advocates for research that challenges this 
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assumption and draws on knowledge and experience from people in the garden’s community to 
define the ways gardening should or could be taught.  In this way, action research “helps teacher 
researchers examine the everyday, taken-for-granted ways in which they carry out professional 
practice” (Mills, 2000, p. 9).   
 Reflection is a key part of this process because it trains teachers to constantly evaluate the 
meaning and execution of their work to improve the lives of their students and their own 
professional skills (Mills, 2000).  Teachers are encouraged to be continuous learners, as opposed 
to the “experts” in their field, and to remain open-minded and inquisitive throughout their 
professional development (Mills, 2000).  Making teachers the researchers brings a level of 
relevancy and legitimacy to the topic being studied because teachers have stake in the research.   
  
The 4 Steps of Action Research 
 As author Mills (2000) explains, “the basic process of doing action research consists of four 
steps: identify an area of focus, collect data, analyze and interpret data, and develop an action 
plan” (21).  For my research, I followed these four steps, as described below. 
 
Action Research Step 1: Identify an Area of Focus 
 Every action researcher needs an area of focus to begin their research process.  Like most 
people who engage in action research, I chose my focus based on my own interests and concerns 
with my teaching situation, a decision that came naturally.   
 Part of identifying an area of focus is reconnaissance, “or preliminary information 
gathering” (Mills, 2000, p. 27).  Reconnaissance encourages the researcher to take some time to 
reflect on what they believe about their area of focus (Mills, 2000, p. 27).  This means examining: 
the theories that impact my teaching practice, the educational values that I hold, how my work 
“fits into the larger context of schooling and society,” and the reasons why I hold certain beliefs 
about teaching and learning (Mills, 2000, p. 27).  This process was difficult because education is 
such a complex subject that is greatly influenced by the conditions of society while also greatly 
influencing society.  There’s no topic that has made me think so hard as education.  
 As I mentioned, when I first came into the position as the Killip garden teacher, I had my 
own beliefs about what teaching gardening meant.  I primarily thought of a school garden as a 
space to produce high-quality produce so that students could experience what it was like to 
grow their own food, and lots of it.  I also came in with a personal passion for working with the 
produce in ways that teach students the skills of cooking, preparing and preserving their garden-
grown goods.  Coming from a background in local foods distribution, I also wanted to see the 
school garden produce enough food so that students could take some home to share with their 
families.  Furthermore, I wanted the garden to be a place where the kids could independently 
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explore the magic and mysteries involved in the non-human world—where they could sit and 
observe an insect without any interference from an adult or explanation from a teacher.  Knowing 
that the students come to the garden after a 6+ hour school day, I believed that the more organic 
the learning experience, the better for them and for me. 
 Entering this research process, I had, and still have, a lot of ideas regarding how kids should 
be learning and living.  I believe schools should be teaching children to be in relationship with 
the more than human world through the ways that they instruct and design their built 
environments.  Ideally, cafeterias would serve cuisine that is grown, raised and harvested locally, 
teachers would make the schoolyard their instructional guide, and the administrators would 
exemplify sustainable living values through their words and actions in and out of school to be 
true leaders in ecological literacy. My own experiences and background in the study and practice 
of ecological living practices have taught me that we cannot simply tell people how to be or 
what to believe, we must demonstrate these ideals and lead by example.   
 The assumptions I came in with still hold true to a great extent.  Nonetheless, through my 
research process, I have shifted my thinking more towards the needs and desires of the school 
and how to work with them to share our ideas for a more collaborative program design. I found 
that my area of focus sprouted and grew from a symbiotic relationship between me and the 
garden program.  I needed to do thesis research in an area that was interesting and relevant to 
me, and the garden needed dialogue, reflection and action towards its conscious evolution.  
 
Action Research Step 2: Collect Data 
 The second step in action research is collecting the data to answer the research question.  
For my data collection, I worked with two groups at Killip Elementary School.  Additionally, I 
used auto-ethnography to reflect on my experiences going through this research process.  In the 
coming pages, I explain how I carried out my research with the two groups and with auto- 
ethnography.  
 
Data Collection with Group 1: 
 Group 1 included Jeronimo Vasquez, Joe Gutierrez, Ted Komada and James Haynie 
(Killip’s Fit Kids educator who joined later in the research process). Initially, three, one-hour 
meetings were scheduled and organized with all individuals from Group 1, excluding James 
Haynie.  The purpose of these meetings was to generate reflection and dialogue around the 
garden program, to co-conceptualize its development, and determine action steps needed. I 
documented these meetings through note-taking, audio recording, and transcribing parts of the 
meetings.   
 There was at least a two-week break between the first three meetings to allow time for 
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reflection and the dialogue of each session to resonate.  Mills explains that, “Consciously pausing 
during the investigation will allow you to reflect on what you are attending to and what you are 
leaving out” (2000, p. 98).  Taking time between meetings gave me space to consider the next 
set of questions and how they related to what the group had previously discussed.  A couple 
days before each meeting, I sent out the list of questions we were going to discuss by email to 
each group member and invited the inclusion of additional questions or topics they wanted to 
address.   
 
The initial three meetings were organized as follows:  
Meeting 1-November 9, 2016- 1 hour 
Questions discussed: What do we want to take away from the meeting?  How has the garden 
developed overtime? How does the garden fit into Killip’s overall mission and educational 
philosophy?  What is the meaning of the garden to this school? What key skills should be taught 
in the garden program?  How should these skills be assessed? 
 
Purpose of questions: I wanted to begin by opening the space for others input regarding how 
this time was going to be spent.  Then, knowing that this group had never met together to 
specifically reflect on and discuss the garden program, I wanted to give us time to contextualize 
the garden program and consider the forces at play in the Killip school community.  Instead of 
starting with the direct question: what do you all want from the garden program? I thought it 
best to look back on the evolution of the program, and reflect on why the program began in the 
first place to identify the motivations for its inception and progression.  To inform my PBL 
instructional design, I asked about the key understandings and skills that were important to teach 
in garden club and how to assess them.   
 
Meeting 2- November 30, 2016- 1 hour  
Prior to this meeting, I sent an email to each group member that included several short videos 
on school gardens, along with the definition of food literacy.  I wanted them to consider how the 
concept of food literacy relates to school gardens, both at Killip and in other schools, and how 
adopting this approach to garden education might work for Killip. 
 
Questions discussed: Begin with reflections on Killip families and their time spent together 
around food; life in this demographic and what that means for families’ values. What was the 
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impact of the Hermosa Vida grant project1? What does food mean in this community? What are 
the values, meanings and understandings of food to the school?  What is the role of culture in 
relation to the garden program? Is there a need for food education, or food literacy, at Killip? Is 
food education a goal of the garden program? Why or why not?  
 
Purpose of questions: These questions were designed to raise individual and group 
consciousness around the impact and meanings of food in the lives of the families we serve and 
our own lives.  I wanted to spark dialogue on these topics because I thought it was essential to 
position the garden in the greater context of the Killip school community and relate it to how 
food is understood on a greater level amongst the school’s population. Food literacy examines 
food from social and cultural contexts, so discussing family values around food and how Killip 
approaches food education were topics that I thought would help the administrators consider 
food more holistically.  I wanted them to recognize the wide range of ideas and perspectives 
that people can have about food depending on where they come from.  I thought it would be 
important for them to make connections between the families they serve, their school’s 
approaches to food, food security in the Sunnyside community, and the education—both current 
and potential—of the garden program.  My hope by posing these questions to the group was 
that they would recognize the need for food literacy to be developed in their school and through 
their garden program. 
 
Meeting 3- December 13, 2016- 1 hour  
Questions discussed: Is there a vision for how the garden should evolve?  If so, what does this 
look like? What are the barriers and challenges preventing the school garden from evolving? 
What do you want from the garden program? What are next steps? 
 
Purpose of questions: This meeting asked most directly what the group wants from the garden 
program and how to get there.  These questions were designed to move us towards action and 
determine if anyone else should get involved.  I wanted to save this visioning conversation until 
the third meeting because I figured at this point the administrators would have had the chance 
in the previous two meetings to clarify how they see the garden progressing and be better 
																																																						
1	“A Beautiful Life—Hermosa Vida—Hozhooga ‘Iina”—a three-year project implemented in 2010-2013 in 
response to childhood obesity in the Sunnyside Neighborhood (Killip’s neighborhood).  The project, 
funded by North Country HealthCare, brought healthy living education and programming to Killip 




prepared to express their desires for the program.  Going into this meeting, I didn’t feel the need 
to strategize my position because I trusted where the previous meeting had taken us.  At this 
point, it was evident that the administrators wanted the garden program more integrated into 
their school.  I felt like it was my place to simply reconvene the group and help facilitate this 
vision meeting, and that from there, the administrators would know what was next.    
 
Additional Meetings: 
Following the initial three meetings, we decided that another meeting was needed for us to 
further discuss the vision for the garden.  
 
Meeting 4- January 10, 2017- 1 hour  
Topics discussed: The option of integrating the garden program into the Fit Kids program so 
that all students could have the experience of garden-based education.  What does this option 
mean for the personnel?  What actions are needed to make this happen?  What is our next step?  
 
Purpose of discussion topics: This meeting was really a time to consider if the Fit Kids program 
and the garden program could be merged somehow.  Logistics had to be considered, as did the 
personnel for running the garden/Fit Kids classes.  The administrators wanted to take time to 
consider and discuss the skills needed from the person(s) who would be involved in fusing the 
garden with the Fit Kids program. They also wanted to be strategic in how they moved forward 
on their desires for the garden.  This meeting was designed to sort of take a reflective pause and 
really consider what we were about to dive into.  
 
Next Step: 
When that meeting finished, we decided to meet again to flesh out the vision for integrating the 
garden in the Fit Kids program. We decided to include James Haynie in the next meeting since 
he coordinates and teaches the Fit Kids program.  
 
Meeting 5- January 17, 2017- 3 hours 
Topics discussed: Our collective vision for the garden program integrated into Fit Kids and how 
to write that vision in a proposal to give to the Fit Kids directors.  What would it look like to make 
food literacy and garden-based education the focus of Fit Kids?  How does project-based 
learning fit into this model?  How does social and emotional learning fit into this program?  What 
are the content and goals for this program? 
 
Purpose of discussion topics: Moving forward on the Fit Kids and garden fusion required a lot of 
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Final Step: I officially ended my data collection with Group 1 on February 15, 2017, after a 
meeting with Mr. Komada on the status of the Fit Kids proposal and an overview of my findings.  
At this point, Mr. Komada assured me that he would stay involved in the creation of the strategic 
plan and collaborate with Mr. Haynie to design a proposal for the Fit Kids and garden fusion.  It 
felt great to know that the research I had instigated was being taken in this direction.  Knowing 
that I would stay informed on how the proposal and its goals progressed, I gladly signed-off on 
my official research with the administrators.   
 
Data Collection with Group 2: 
 The second group I worked with was the Killip garden students who are in second and 
third grade. This part of the research took place during garden club (Monday-Thursday, 3:30-
4:30) between January 3-February 23, 2017.  Attendance fluctuated from day-to-day, but I 
usually had 12-15 students per day.  I recorded this data through photographs of my students’ 
journals and of our collective discussion notes, as well as through field notes.  
 The focus in this part of my data collection was to hear from the students what they want 
to create, achieve, and do in or with the garden.  To get the students feedback, I facilitated 
activities that urged the students to consider and respond to this topic. This endeavor was a 
natural part of our garden work because we, as the Killip garden caretakers, had to plan the 
garden for the next growing season.  Planning our garden meant we had to decide what we 
wanted from it.   
Project-based learning as our instructional methodology lent itself nicely to the process 
of action research.  In fact, the congruency between AR and PBL made it possible for me to 
integrate my work with the garden students naturally into my research, as we were already doing 
a type of action research. PBL emphasizes planning for action, understood as the project itself, 
which includes the planning process and physical outcomes of the project.  In both action 
research and PBL, practitioners identify an area of focus, research that focus, create a plan of 
action, and follow-through with the plan. Like action research, a project does not always go as 
anticipated, and therefore flexibility to change course is needed.  This means that both the 
students and the teachers must remain flexible throughout the process.    
 
The following is a list of steps that I took to generate students’ ideas and answers regarding what 
they wanted from the garden: 
 
Step 1: Introduce “planning & researching” through garden calendar  
 To introduce the topic of planning our garden, I first reminded the students how each 
season of the year requires specific actions. Together, we looked at our garden calendar and 

	 	 48	
I decided to make this chart after reflecting on the best way to scaffold the concept of planning.  
Because the kids often need visual aids for them to understand a concept, I wanted to make a 
color-coded chart that I could continue to hang on the wall throughout the planning process to 
refer back to.  
 
Step 3: Discuss & define “Brainstorming” 
 Looking at this chart as a group, we discussed what it meant to brainstorm.  I explained 
that brainstorming was a time to think of ideas, look at books for ideas, discuss ideas, and record 
ideas through writing and drawing on a specific subject matter.  Knowing that brainstorming 
would be an essential part of the planning process, I wanted to make it the first step.  I explained 
brainstorming as something that we can always return to as it is an ongoing process. 
After discussing the meaning behind brainstorming, we looked at the question on the 
“How to Plan Our Garden” chart associated with this task—“What do we want to create, achieve, 
do in or with the garden?”  I asked students if they understood what this meant.  One of the 
students said, “Like, I want to grow more strawberries.”  I responded, saying that was an example 
of what she wanted to do and achieve in the garden.  I gave them an example of what I wanted 
from the garden, telling them I wanted more students to participate in growing the garden so 
that more people at the school could enjoy all the great things about the garden.  We discussed 
how brainstorming helps us plan our garden because we get ideas for what we want our garden 
to be.  We conversed on this topic for about five minutes until I told them that we were going to 
begin researching and brainstorming what we want from our garden. 
 
Step 4: Practice brainstorming through guided research  
I knew that the students would need adult guidance in the brainstorming process, which 
involved reading and looking at gardening books I had gotten from the library.  The garden 
students are still learning how to read fluently, so I made sure that when we did our initial 
brainstorming session, we did it on a day when the NAU students were there to help.  On a 
Monday, when we had seven NAU SGALT volunteers, we began brainstorming. The Killip 
students paired-up and explored a garden book with the guidance of an NAU friend. 
To aid in this brainstorming, I thought it would be helpful to create a simple worksheet 
to guide the students.  Each group filled-out a 3-question worksheet to guide their research and 
break down this question—what do we want from the garden?  The worksheet contained the 
following questions:  
1. What interests you in the garden? 
2. What ideas have you found in the garden books that you would like to learn more 
about? 
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3. What questions do you have about gardening as we prepare to create our garden this 
spring? 
 
The students explored books, marked pages of interest, and filled-out their worksheet to record 














Step 5: Record and collect ideas and questions  
After the students had completed their worksheets, they recorded their answers to each 
question on a large piece of paper.  There were three papers total, each one corresponding to 
one of the three questions from the worksheet.  Compiling all the answers this way helped us 
recognize themes in their answers.  It was also an interactive way for the kids to be more involved 
in the brainstorming process.   This step also illuminated a core principle of PBL pedagogy that 












NAU & Killip students 
research and 
brainstorm together.  
Students recording & collecting ideas.  
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questions about the garden: Who is it for?  What is it for? What does it give us?  Students were 
free to state their answers out loud as we went through each question one-by-one.  We discussed 
some of the students answers when needed.  I encouraged students to elaborate on their 
answers.  For instance, when they said “Killip” in response to who the garden is for, I asked who 
















Step 9: Compose purpose of our garden and revise if needed 
 The following day, I projected and read aloud the “purpose of our garden” to the students, 
which I wrote based on their responses to the three guiding questions above. It reads:  
 
The purpose of the Killip School Garden is to give life, oxygen, inspiration, growth, 
health and rabbit food to the Killip school community.  This includes the kids, 
teachers, Mr. G., FACTS, parents and families.  It is a place for planting, learning 
how to make food, learning how to care for a garden, growing and eating food, and 
exploring little and big creatures.  
 
I asked if the students agreed with this purpose and if we needed to add or delete anything from 
it.  They were satisfied with the purpose. 
 
Step 10: Revisit brainstorming and determine if more is needed 
 It was a Monday and the students and I were reviewing the steps to planning our garden.  
I asked if they thought we knew what we wanted to create, achieve, do in or with the garden?  A 
	 	 52	
few of them spoke up and said “no.”  One kid said yes, so I called him out on that and asked 
him to share.  He giggled and said nothing.  I asked the group if they thought we needed to 
brainstorm this topic and most of them said that we did.  
 
Step 11: Brainstorm what we want 
 The SGALT students were with us again, so each adult worked with a couple of Killip 
students to read and look through the library books. I instructed the group to answer the first 
question in our garden planning chart — “What do we want to create, achieve, do in or with the 
garden?”  while also considering the purpose of our garden, which I had projected for all to see. 
I told them to record their answers on a blank piece of paper.  
 Before going into this exercise, I told the NAU students to encourage elaboration of the 
Killip students’ ideas. For instance, if a student says they “want to grow strawberries,” encourage 
them to develop that idea.  Ask: what do we need to do to grow strawberries?  What do you 
want to do with the strawberries once they are grown?  This helped students to expand on their 
ideas and to consider the steps involved in the seed to table process.   
 
Step 12: Record and collect ideas 
 I had laid out three large pieces of butcher paper on the tables and instructed the students 
to write or draw their ideas of what they want from the garden on the paper. 
  
Step 13: Reflect on ideas and vote 
 After all ideas were recorded, we gathered around each paper, one-by-one, and read aloud 
each idea. I told the students that we were going to discuss each idea and vote on whether we 
wanted this from our garden.  I explained that once we decide what we want, we will take actions 
to make what we want happen. We discussed and voted on each idea.   
 
Step 14: Compose a list of desires, reflect and vote again 
 The following day, we went over the list of desires that I had compiled into one document 
and projected for the students to see.  I reminded the students that once we decided what we 
wanted, we would take actions to make what we wanted happen.  We voted again on each idea, 
eliminating any that we didn’t feel passionate about.  
 
Step 15: Vote on the top desires 
 About one week later, after doing a series of activities that focused on planning and 
researching the garden, we returned to our list of desires to vote on the ones that we really 
wanted to focus on in garden club.  I told the students they each had two opportunities to vote.  
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I went through each want and the students voted by raising their hands.  We ended with a list of 













Data Collection through Auto-Ethnography: 
 To align with my lens of dialogue, action and reflection, I chose to include auto-
ethnography to record my reflections, observations and insights into my research. Ellis (2004) 
and Holman Jones (2005) explain that 
 Auto-ethnography is an approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and 
systematically analyze (graphy) personal experience (auto) in order to understand cultural 
experience (ethno). A researcher uses tenets of autobiography and ethnography to do 
and write auto-ethnography. Thus, as a method, auto-ethnography is both process and 
product (as cited in Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011, para. 1).    
 
Auto-ethnography recognizes that different people have different perspectives on the world and 
that the research process is greatly influenced by personal experience, thus, rejecting the notion 
of “silent authorship” (Denshire, 2014).  Holt (2003) explains, “By writing themselves into their 
own work as major characters, auto-ethnographers have challenged accepted views about silent 
authorship, where the researcher’s voice is not included in the presentation of findings (p. 2).” 
 This approach makes space for the researcher to add their subjectivity and narrative to the study, 
which brings a degree of authenticity to the research, while illuminating sociological 
understanding (Denshire, 2014).   
 Using this form of research gave me a tool that encouraged continuous self-reflection that 
helped me make meaning of my experiences with both research groups.  Because reflection was 
a key component in my approach to this research, I wanted to ensure that I was being held 
accountable for actually taking the time to reflect.  Since a reflective practice is not something 
The results of voting on top garden desires.  
 
	 	 54	
that just happens in my life, I knew that I had to intentionally include it in my methodologies for 
it to occur and to provide insight into my research question.  “Reflective practice is based on a 
belief that organizational change begins with individuals” (Kottkamp & Osterman, 2004, p. 1).  
As an educator striving to make change in a school, I knew that embracing a reflective practice 
was critical  
 While I used auto-ethnography to make sense of my research with both groups, I used it 
more regularly to reflect on my role as an educator and my time spent with the students.  To 
reflect on my work with the administrators, I did so more through conversations with colleagues 
and peers than I did through auto-ethnography.  However, with the students, I needed a strategy 
to process my experiences with them that was easily available to me, open to my expression and 
could help me organize my thoughts in ways that would inform my teaching.  Auto-ethnography 
encouraged me to consider how my work with the students was being received, which helped 
me analyze the effectiveness of my instruction. I reflected by journaling after the garden club 
sessions and in-between my teaching time, recording any insights and connections that arose.  
Being a very visual person, I did a lot of impromptu note-taking and illustrative brainstorming 
that helped me process my experiences and plan for next steps.  The following images are 





















Action Research Step 3: Analyze & Interpret Data 
 After, and in my case while data is collected, the researcher must analyze and interpret it 
to determine what the data means and how it answers the main inquiry. As Mills (2000) explains, 
“data analysis tries to report the outcomes or findings of the data collected, and data 
interpretation focuses on the implications or meaning of those findings” (p. 99). This step asks 
the researcher to determine what to do next based on what they learned from the research and 
to come up with a plan to carry out the action(s) (Mills, 2000, p 111).  
 Analyzing and interpreting my data was a continuous component of my research. I had to 
plan for ongoing action throughout my work with both groups, which meant that I had to 
accurately summarize the data efficiently before continuing to act. For instance, each day that 
the garden club worked on answering, “What do we want to create, achieve, do in or with the 
garden?,” I developed an instructional outline based on the previous day’s “data” outcomes.   
This meant that I was continuously responding to the students’ ideas and answers to this central 
question to keep the instruction progressing, making data interpretation and analysis ongoing.   
Additionally, my meetings with the school administrators called for continuous action since each 
meeting informed both my work with the students and how our next conversation would be 
structured.   
 Reflection through my auto-ethnographic work was critical in this process of continuous 
action planning because it served as a tool for analyzing and interpreting the information I 
received from each group.  From my reflective practice, I was able to closely consider the 
meaning of my data and integrate its essence into a plan for more dialogue and more action, 
perpetuating my cyclical research process. 
 The demand for ongoing interpretation and analysis meant that I wasn’t able to take a 
good, deep look at my data until after action plans were already in the works.  While in some 
ways it would have been nice to sit with my data longer before springing into action, the 
participatory nature of my research lessened my control over how the process evolved, which 
was good because I wanted it to be inclusive and owned by the groups I worked with.  
  This research structure also made the meaning of the data fairly obvious because each 
group provided explicit answers regarding what they wanted from the garden.  This transparency 
meant that when I did finally sit with my data for thorough analysis and interpretation, I already 
had a solid sense of my findings.  Nonetheless, I knew there was more to discover and 
contemplate.  To deepen this step in the process, I looked for themes in my data, focusing on 
words and ideas that repeated throughout my meeting transcripts, field notes and journal 
entries.  I also made concept maps to visually organize my data into categories and make 
connections amongst them for clearer meaning.  Being a very outward processor, I also found it 
useful to discuss my findings with trusted colleagues.  These dialogues were perhaps the most 
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useful ways that I analyzed and interpreted my data because I was able to reflect with the support 
of others who helped me understand the information more holistically.  
 
Action Research Step 4: Develop an Action Plan 
 The final step in action research is determining what to do once the central question has 
answers and meaning.  The “actions,” what the researcher and others do in response to the data, 
of my action research were not only informed, but in many ways carried out, by the two school 
groups.  In fact, by the end of my initial three meetings with the administrators, the participants 
were telling me what the next steps were, directing my actions and making their own moves 
towards the garden’s development.  With the Killip garden students, the action plan creation fit 
right into our PBL process.  Much to my delight, both group’s action plans came together quite 
naturally. 
 To help make sense of my research experience and data collection, I developed an action 
plan in response to my meetings with the Killip administrators and to my PBL garden instruction 
with the kids. I used the same format as seen in the “Steps to Action Chart” (Table 6-1) below 













Limitations to Methods 
Perhaps the greatest limitation to my research was the amount of people included in 
answering the central question—What does the Killip school want from their garden program as 
they transition to PBL?  This inquiry implies that the whole school would somehow participate in 
answering this question. As demonstrated, my thesis research involved a very limited population 
of the Killip Elementary School community, thus, excluding many voices who could be worthy 
contributors to this study, such as teachers, parents, and community partners.  
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With both groups, time was a major factor that limited the breadth and depth of our 
conversations.  We could have spoken for longer on the various topics and questions that arose, 
but the clock kept us ticking on.  With the faculty, more time to focus on this research would 
have granted us deeper understandings of one another’s perspectives and greater opportunities 
to collaborate on the actions targeted at the findings.   
Utilizing PBL pedagogy with the garden students would also have been easier if I had 
had more time with them on a daily basis.  Time is always an issue in education, as there never 
seems to be enough.  This felt especially true in garden club because we only had one hour 
together, four days per week.  Adding to our lack of time were the frequency of holidays, snow 
days, and kids out sick, all with a group of students who could be picked-up at any moment (the 
nature of after-school programs).  More time with the students would have given them a stronger 
understanding of the research and action planning process, which would have been helpful for 
them to comprehend the connections between dialogue, reflection and action.  Throughout our 
work together, I made it a point to explicitly discuss the process we were using, but my 
explanations were often cut short by lack of time.   
My inexperience using PBL was another limitation in this study. I came into this teaching 
position without prior experience or training in project-based learning pedagogy.  In turn, my 
work with the students was an experiment of my own creation.  I could only imagine how my 
instruction was going to play out because each day was a new teaching experience for me. I 
question how the process that I went through with the students to extract their desires could 
have been more inclusive and engaging, and thus, produced different results.   
Another consideration I have in my research’s limitations are the dual roles I played in the 
garden program.  It’s difficult for me to determine how being both the SGALT graduate assistant 
and the CCLC garden instructor helped or hindered my research process and its results.  
Certainly, being in both roles made this research topic more relevant to me than if I had only 
been in one of the positions.  Additionally, coming into this teaching role as a representative 
from NAU gave me more support than if had I not been the SGALT GA.  Working with the NAU 
Farm to School students in this role was very helpful at times, especially when we were doing 
activities with the Killip students that needed greater adult guidance.  Honestly, without the help 
of the SGALT students, I could not have carried my PBL research methods with the same success. 
On the flip side, I recognize that working simultaneously in both roles required me to 
coordinate different demands from NAU and Killip, which split my attention at times.  If I had 
been acting in just one of the roles, let’s say I was just the GA, there would have been someone 
else serving as the Killip garden teacher.  Having two people instead of just me coordinating the 
garden program could have been beneficial.  And it also could have been more challenging.  It’s 
hard to say if serving in both roles was limiting or ultimately strengthening to the garden club 
	 	 58	
and my thesis research.  What I do know, however, is that the results of this research are shaped 
by my own experiences as a teacher at Killip Elementary and graduate assistant of the School 
Gardens Action Learning Team.  Additionally, my roles with the garden program are biased 
towards presenting the more positive elements of this research site.  
There is no set formula to determining desire. The methods I chose to use with the two 
Killip groups could have gone different ways and possibly gotten varying results had my leading 
questions been different during the administrator meetings or had I set-up the PBL instruction in 
another way.  My research methods were limited in that they were designed primarily by me 
alone.  I think if I had had more collaboration from people who are familiar with the Killip garden 
program and/or PBL and action research, I could have crafted more potent methods that may 
























Chapter 5~ Results 
Going into this research project, I was unsure of what the school groups I worked with 
really desired from their school garden.  I was hopeful that they did want the garden to be a 
more integrated component of their school education and community, but I was trying to stay 
clear of any set expectations, and instead, go with the flow and remain committed to the process 
that my methodologies set forth.  In this chapter, I explain the desires that came out of my 
discussions with each research group—the administrators (Mr. Gutierrez, Mr. Komada, and Mr. 
Vasquez) and the garden club students.   
For each group, I have created a Steps to Action Chart (based on Table 6-1) and a 
reflection on the findings.   
 
Results of Group 1- the Faculty 
Summary of Findings 
 To organize the findings of my research with Group 1, I have listed and summarized the 
primary desires that arose from our meetings.  Each “desire” represents a finding.  These desires 
are not necessarily listed in order of importance.  I deciphered these desires by reading through 
my field notes and transcripts of the meetings, pulling out the prominent desires that were 
expressed repeatedly by all three administrators.  During our meetings, there were desires that 
were gently voiced by perhaps one or two of the faculty, but did not gain group support or 
considerable mention.  I concluded that those desires did not have the group support to include 
as an official desire of the faculty.  In the end, there were seven desires that were shared amongst 
the group members. 
  
Desire 1: Garden-based learning integrated into school-wide instruction 
From the very beginning of my meetings with the Killip faculty, the desire for the school 
to integrate the garden into classroom instruction at each grade level was mentioned and 
discussed. At the first meeting with the Killip faculty, I began by asking the group what they want 
to take away from the meetings.  Mr. Gutierrez and Mr. Komada (Mr. Vasquez was not with us 
for the first ten minutes of the meeting and we decided to proceed without him) both answered 
this question similarly by explaining that they wanted to discuss how the garden can be 
developed to be a more integrated component of the school’s instruction.  Hearing this initial 
desire from Mr. Gutierrez and Mr. Komada brought me feelings of excitement and relief.  I was 
hoping that they wanted the garden to be a space that is utilized as a site for experiential 
education by more teachers and classes.  Starting the meetings on this positive note was music 
to my ears.   
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There are several reasons why this group wants to integrate the garden into the school-
wide instruction.  For starters, the garden is a space that lends itself well to project-based 
learning. As mentioned, this year Killip has begun to incorporate PBL into its educational mission 
and after-school programming, with the goal that eventually every classroom during regular 
school time will be learning through PBL pedagogy.  Knowing that the garden is already an 
advanced site for project and place-based education, the Killip administrators recognize its 
potential to further develop the adoption of PBL in classrooms.  As Mr. Komada stated during 
the first meeting, “The garden has really led the way into PBL” (T. Komada, personal 
communication, November 9, 2016).   
The garden has been a shared project of the community and school for over twenty years.  
Overtime, Mr. Gutierrez, Mr. Komada, and Mr. Vasquez have seen firsthand how the garden has 
taught and reinforced multiple skills and academic standards. Therefore, they know that the 
garden can be used to teach a diverse array of subjects and intelligences.   
During our meetings, the administrators specifically discussed the garden’s capacity for 
teaching the Arizona College and Career Ready Standards (ACCRS) and 21st Century Skills.  The 
ACCRS encompass the “four keys to college and career readiness,” which are broadly defined 
on the Arizona Department of Education’s website as: “cognitive strategies, content knowledge, 
transition knowledge and skills, and learning skills and techniques” (a full list of these standards 
can be found at: http://www.azed.gov/standards-practices/). Basically, these are skills that the 
Arizona Department of Education have identified as those needed to prepare students to 
succeed after graduating high school either in a job or in higher education.  These skills are 
emphasized in high school, but at Killip, they are valued as necessary attributes taught to help 
close the achievement gap of “students who come from lower socio-economic households” (J. 
Gutierrez, personal communication, November 9, 2016). As Mr. Gutierrez explained, “Just 
teaching skills (reading and writing) is good, but we need to provide them with the experiences 
and opportunities to be able to take those skills and apply them to real world activities” (J. 
Gutierrez, personal communication, November 9, 2016).   
At Killip, part of preparing students for the real world, means teaching them the 21st 
Century Skills—creativity, communication, collaboration and critical thinking.  We spoke of the 
garden’s ability to teach both ACCRS and 21st Century Skills.  I told stories of how the students 
have worked through physical and mental challenges in the garden by employing these abilities. 
Through our conversation, the administrators understood more clearly that the garden is perhaps 
the most developed site for applying the skills they value, motivating their desire to integrate 




Desire 2: Above all, teach design & inquiry processes  
As mentioned, understanding how to design and instruct the garden program in 
alignment with the school’s desires was a motivating factor in my thesis work.  By the time I was 
meeting with the faculty, I knew that the school wanted the garden program to be taught using 
a project-based learning approach, and that utilizing this approach should be my priority.  What 
I didn’t know was how this instructional method should be assessed and what “key skills and 
understandings” should be taught.  The answers that came from the administrators repeated 
their desires for instruction that focuses on the process of inquiry and design and teaches the 
21st Century Skills and the Arizona College and Career Ready Standards.  To them, these are the 
skills that will prepare the students more adequately for life outside of school—that will teach 
them how to solve problems, find solutions, understand an issue, work well with others, and be 
productive members of the community.  
After hearing the administrators pronounce their desires for inquiry and process-based 
education above all else, I asked if it is up to the interpretation of the garden teacher to decide 
what it means to teach food and gardening.  For instance, I asked if they would be alright with 
the next gardening instructor teaching strictly vegan-based food instruction.  They all agreed 
that it was really open to the garden instructor to teach their own meaning of food and gardening 
to the students.  Mr. Komada explained his views on this subject, stating,  
students will provide some guidance in that process.  But that new person may bring 
something totally different to the garden, and that’s good.  But if they know that there’s 
that thing called the ‘engineering design process’ then they can take that and apply that 
to any problem—those skills go anywhere.  The content specific skills of gardening will 
benefit a few students for a long period of time.  It’s about the process.  21st century and 
design skills are more important than any of the science content that we are teaching  
(T. Komada, personal communication, November 9, 2016).   
 
To assess garden instruction, Mr. Gutierrez recommended using the INSPECT assessment 
system, PBL rubric, and/or Arizona Quality Standards for after-school programs.  In my case, 
however, it was best to use the PBL rubric that I used as an instructional guide. This rubric allows 
for the instructor to determine their own checkpoints and formative assessments, making it a 
practical tool to ensure students are on track in learning the desired outcomes.  Designing 
checkpoints that are specific to the project allows the instructor to align their teachings with the 





Desire 3: The garden program remains a community and school collaboration 
  At the first meeting, we discussed the history of the garden—how it came to be and why.  
After learning about how the garden program began with Killip teachers and later shifted to a 
more community-led effort, I wondered what the administrators wanted from their community 
garden collaborators now.  It was interesting to hear each of them reflect on the synergy between 
the school and the community collaborators because it helped me understand the garden’s 
history in a new way.  Mr. Gutierrez explained that he initially envisioned the garden being a 
project that was predominantly run by outside members who would come to the school and 
teach students about gardening, as opposed to it being a teacher and school-led initiative.  Mr. 
Vaquez commented on the situation saying that it’s been challenging with different groups 
working with the garden and rotating through.  Mr. Komada viewed it as a pendulum swinging 
between the members of the school owning the garden space and community members having 
more of the ownership, with the pendulum now more on the side of the school.  He explained, 
“Now there’s a sentiment of wanting to get the classrooms involved as much as we can. To get 
our grade level daily curriculum being used in that space, but now the format is PBL” (T. Komada, 
personal communication, November 9, 2016).   
 What came out of this conversation was the agreement that they wanted the garden to 
remain a community and school collaboration.  Still, knowing how to strike that balance, 
especially now that Killip has integrated the garden more seriously into their CCLC after-school 
programming, is an ongoing challenge that may never have a clear answer given the fluidity of 
Killip’s educational goals and the ever-changing nature of community partnerships.  But for now, 
the administrators recognize that the collaboration of outside members has been critical for the 
garden’s evolution and can continue to offer valuable contributions. 
 
Desire 4: Teach students food literacy through garden-based education 
 Prior our second meeting, I thought it would be relevant to send the administrators a 
description (the definition included in this thesis) of food literacy, along with a couple of short 
videos of school’s that have adopted garden and food-based education.  I wanted my colleagues 
to understand more about my perspective of how the subject of food encompasses a wide range 
of topics that emphasize the human connection to the diverse elements of food.  I also wanted 
them to consider this definition of food literacy in the context of their school garden and how 
the garden could promote this type of education. 
 Before specifically addressing food literacy in the garden program, we had decided at 
the end of our first meeting to begin our second conversation sharing thoughts and reflections 
on Killip families and their time spent together around food, and life in this demographic and 
what that means for families’ values.  The administrators spoke of how Killip families strongly 
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value time together, and that often, they don’t get enough of it.  Work absorbs most of the 
parents’ and guardians’ time, limiting their availability with their kids.  Still, “food is a key part of 
families coming together,” said Mr. Komada, and the others agreed (T. Komada, personal 
communication, November 30, 2016).  They spoke of tamale making in the Hispanic culture, and 
the importance of mutton in the Indigenous people’s diet.  From this conversation, it was clear 
that, like most people, Killip families celebrate with food, and value it as a central component of 
their time together. 
 When discussing food at Killip in relation to the cultures and backgrounds of the students, 
the administrators commented on the socio-economic status of their students, highlighting the 
connections between poverty, hunger, and healthy eating.  They recalled the Hermosa Vida 
project (A Beautiful Life—Hermosa Vida—Hozhooga ‘Iina project) implemented in 2010 by North 
Country HealthCare, in response to childhood obesity in the Sunnyside Neighborhood (Killip’s 
neighborhood).  The project coordinated various initiatives to expose the Killip community to 
healthy lifestyle strategies, and according to Mr. Vasquez phased out 3-4 years ago (J. Vasquez, 
personal communication, November 30, 2016).  The administrators discussed the project’s 
impact on the school, saying that it helped Killip make a shift towards healthier eating and 
community exercise (Zumba classes are still held multiple times per week in the evenings at Killip 
because of this initiative).  
As the administrators discussed how effective the Hermosa Vida initiative was, it became 
evident that the project was not as impactful as it could have been and that, as Mr. Gutierrez 
pointed out, food literacy was the “missing link” (J. Gutierrez, personal communication, 
November 30, 2016).  “When we look at health, nutrition, physical fitness, we are not looking at 
it in a comprehensive manner. And until we do so, and until it becomes part of what we do in 
our daily lives, there’s always going to be the missing link” (J. Gutierrez, personal communication, 
November 30, 2016).  This comment was made towards the end of our second meeting.  By this 
point, it was clear that adopting food literacy as the central theme in the garden program was a 
central desire amongst this group. 
 
Desire 5: Integrate the garden & food literacy into the Fit Kids Program  
 By the third meeting, the idea of integrating the garden into their Fit Kids program had 
come up several times.  The Fit Kids at School Program, an initiative of Northern Arizona 
Healthcare, provides funding for schoolwide education in healthy lifestyle teachings. According 
to the faculty, this funding is fairly secure.  However, there is always the chance that it could be 
cut.  The administrators believe that funding for their Fit Kids program is not currently a barrier 
to pursuing a program model that incorporates food literacy and garden-based education. 
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 At Killip, the Fit Kids program is a weekly, 30-minute class for every child in the school, 
taught by James Haynie, the Fit Kids instructor who has been with the program since it started 
at Killip in 2012.  The goals of Fit Kids are to teach students about nutrition, physical fitness, and 
topics that are included in healthy living.  According to Mr. Haynie, his instruction is open to his 
own design and creativity, as there is no set curriculum mandated for the program.  This means 
that garden-based instruction can be integrated into the Fit Kids teachings, as long as there is 
support from the program’s administrators at Northern Arizona Healthcare, and Mr. Haynie is on 
board for this development.  
 A large part of this desire to merge food and garden-based education into the Fit Kids 
program is having dedicated and creative individuals making it happen and succeed.  The Killip 
administrators recognize that adopting garden education is a challenging feat, as it requires the 
Fit Kids instructor to have gardening skills, teaching expertise, and the ability to juggle all the 
tasks and demands involved in this type of educational program.  Fortunately, Mr. Komada 
continues to be a solid supporter of the garden program and is committed to helping the garden 
and Fit Kids merge develop successfully. It is a challenging undertaking, but the desire to make 
it happen is strong enough to push it forward.   
 
Desire 6:  Get a Food Corps service member 
 To help the Fit Kids program transition, the administrators want to be granted a Food 
Corps service member to work full-time at Killip.  Food Corps is a national organization that 
works with qualifying schools to provide educators and resources to connect students with their 
food through garden and food literacy education.  Food Corps members are designated to work 
with a school for an entire school year, and usually have the option of working an additional term 
of service since the school sites are typically granted Food Corps support for three consecutive 
years.  For Fit Kids to achieve garden and food literacy integration, Food Corp’s collaboration 
would be incredibly beneficial.   
 
Desire 7: Serve the garden food in the cafeteria 
 For the past several years, there has been talk amongst the garden caretakers, both from 
within Killip and the community partners, to certify the garden with the state and county health 
departments so that its produce can be served in the cafeteria. This idea was brought up several 
times throughout our initial meetings, and was mentioned as a goal of the faculty’s during our 
third discussion when we focused on a vision for the garden’s development.  Knowing that 
supplying the cafeteria with abundant produce year-round is currently impossible, we figured 
that serving something like kale when it is available is a realistic goal.  Serving garden-grown 
goods in the cafeteria would really support the whole process of food literacy, as it’s not just 
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about teaching through curriculum, but also about systems and design within the school’s 
structure.  Still, this is a more long-term desire that the administrators understand will likely take 
a few years to implement. 
 
Recommended Actions Targeted to Findings 
 From the seven desires of Group 1, three actions were prioritized to materialize their 
wants. With each targeted action, I provide its context, along with the information outlined in 
the Steps to Action Chart: the name of the person/people responsible for the action, the name 
of the person/people who need to be consulted or informed for the action to occur, the name 
of the person/people who will monitor/collect necessary data, a timeline of the action, and 
resources needed. I conclude each recommended action with my reflection on its development 
up until mid-February when I officially completed my thesis research with this group.  Closing 
each recommended action with a reflection brings in my auto-ethnographic work and upholds 
the cycle of dialog, action and reflection. 
 
Action 1: Design and execute a 4-8 week long PBL unit that focuses on the PBL principles, 21st 
Century skills, engineering design process, Arizona College and Career Ready Standards  
 After my initial meeting with the school faculty, it was clear to me that what I taught about 
food and gardening was not as important to them as how I taught these understandings and 
skills.  Knowing this, I felt more clarity in how to design my instruction.   Using the project-based 
learning approach as my guide, I created my units and daily plans based primarily on the needs 
of the garden.  As much as possible, I made space for the kids voices to participate in the shape 
of the instruction.  While this work was ongoing, an illustration of my garden instruction design 
and execution is outlined and discussed in the “Data Collection with Group 2” section of my 
methodologies chapter.     
 
Who is Responsible for the Action? 
Gina Breña 
 
Who Needs to be Consulted of Informed? 
Ted Komada and Jeronimo Vasquez 
 
Who Will Monitor/Collect Data? 




Timeline (when will action/monitoring occur?) 
Ongoing throughout the 2016-2017 school year 
 
Resources 
Primarily PBL resources, gardening books, University of Arizona Cooperative Extension Service 
 
Reflection  
 Learning the pedagogy of project-based learning has been a challenge and a joy.  It’s 
been difficult because it is a very different style of teaching for me, as I have been accustomed 
to planning instruction primarily based on my own teaching agenda with little input from my 
students.  Working with the energies of both the kids and the garden forced me to plan 
instruction more regularly so as to constantly include and respond to these central voices.  
Consequently, I found myself needing to create daily, as opposed to weekly, plans to help ensure 
that the garden instruction was relevant to our ever-evolving course of action. 
 Allowing the students to participate in the creation of their instruction gave them more 
ownership over the garden and its projects.  For instance, when comparing the Harvest Fest that 
the garden club had in 2015 to the one we had this school year in 2016, it is clear to me that 
planning the Fest through PBL instruction created a more authentic, student-centered 
experience, and consequently, a higher-quality Fest.  This result came from going through the 
PBL process, which meant that I had to let go of some control and create opportunities for the 
students to plan and prepare for the Fest.  I could tell by their level of participation and 
excitement for the event that they were a lot more engaged in the experience than in the 
previous year when I had planned most of the Fest myself.  
Learning the principles of PBL and the 21st Century Skills has been a valuable experience 
for me as an educator because it has given me a solid foundation from which to teach.  Knowing 
how the school administrators wanted me to instruct cleared up confusion I had in this area and, 
thus, made my process of instructional planning more efficient and creative because I knew what 
to focus on.   
Still, I found that understanding and implementing garden education through PBL took 
a lot of time and energy, and therefore, I neglected the intentional incorporation of the Arizona 
College and Career Ready Standards.  Teaching the 21st Century Skills, however, was an ongoing 
goal, as I regularly included activities and tasks that required students to practice collaboration, 
communication, critical thinking and creativity. And though I still have a lot to learn about 
teaching through project-based learning and 21st Century Skills, I now feel a lot more confident 
in myself as a learning facilitator. 
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Nevertheless, there were many times throughout my work with the students that I felt 
inadequate in my teaching abilities. I especially felt this way when I observed students goofing-
off or looking bored during our dialogues, which were a big part of the PBL process.  On some 
days, we had to spend most of our time together talking about what we wanted to do and how 
we were going to do it.  While some students thrived in these scenarios, other students seemed 
disinterested and easily distracted.  My observations made me question how the PBL principles 
I used in my instruction defied the norms that were expected of the students in their classroom 
environments.  Were they asked to voice their opinions and ideas to the same degree that I 
requested of them in garden club?  Did they vote on their next steps when they were working 
on group projects in their classrooms?  Knowing that PBL has only really begun in Killip’s CCLC 
after-school programs, I assumed throughout my teaching time that the garden students were 
just not used to the same degree of participation in their regular schooling. I often wondered 
how the students would respond if they had spent their days in classrooms where PBL was the 
norm.  I really can’t say how it would be different, but I do think that teaching in an inquiry and 
dialogical process would be easier because students would be more accustomed to organizing 
projects and to all the tasks and understandings associated with PBL.  
The faculty’s desire for me to teach the project process above all gave me a lot of control 
over what specific garden-based skills to teach.  This reality points to the trust that the 
administrators have in me to teach gardening sufficiently based on my own awareness of food 
literacy.  It also demonstrates that their understandings of food-based knowledge and values are 
unclear, as they have not deeply considered how the topics of food and gardening should be 
taught given their student population and the conditions of the world we live.  While our 
conversations encouraged them to think critically about how to teach garden-based knowledge, 
we only scratched the surface of this topic.  For the administrators to really develop their ideas 
on the gardening skills that should be taught within the design process, they need to continue 
reflecting on and discussing this matter with one another and more people in the school 
community.  Additionally, I and any future garden teacher at Killip should be proactive with 
initiating dialogue around the meanings and teachings of food within the school community.  
Keeping this conversation active will only help the garden program continue its needed 
development. 
My position as the garden instructor will finish at the end of May 2017.  As I approach 
this date, I will continue to design and implement project-based learning instruction that 




Action 2: Create a proposal to integrate garden-based education and food literacy into the Fit 
Kids Program  
 The administrators recognize that integrating the garden and food literacy into the Fit 
Kids program is currently their best option for getting every student at Killip exposed to garden-
based education.  Since most classroom teachers lack time, experience, and/or the desire to use 
the garden as a teaching tool, it’s not realistic at this point to expect the garden to be fused into 
grade-level education.  Fit Kids, on the other hand, is a program that is already aligned with the 
ideals of food literacy, open to adaptation, and serving every Killip student.  Furthermore, the 
Fit Kids classroom is in a portable building that is conveniently situated right next to the garden.  
Overall, meeting the desire of merging the garden and food literacy with the Fit Kids program 
could encompass and support all the wants that the administrators have for the garden.    
 To make this option a reality, a proposal explaining the strategic plan for the garden and 
Fit Kids fusion must be composed and presented to the program administrators at Northern 
Arizona Healthcare.  This proposal will include: the definition of a Fit Kid as understood in the 
context of this renewed program design; a vision statement; a mission statement; a list of 
student-centered goals; the desired (measurable) outcomes; a working plan with goals, 
objectives, milestones (connected to each objective), strategies/tasks for implementing the 
goal(s), resources, timeline and the name of the person responsible for the plan. 
  
Who is Responsible for the Action? 
Primarily responsible: James Haynie and Ted Komada 
Supporters: Jeronimo Vasquez, Joe Gutierrez, Gina Breña   
  
Who Needs to be Consulted of Informed? 
James Haynie, Ted Komada, Jeronimo Vasquez, Joe Gutierrez, Gina Breña, Fit Kids program 
administrators at Northern Arizona Healthcare 
 
Who Will Monitor/Collect Data? 
James Haynie and Ted Komada 
 
Timeline 
The hope is that the strategic plan is done before the end of the school year (2017).  Mr. Haynie 
and Mr. Komada will present the proposal to Mr. Gutierrez and Mr. Vasquez for review.  Once 
the Killip administrators are confident in the proposal, it will be presented to the Fit Kids program 
administrators at Northern Arizona Healthcare sometime in May or early June 2017.  If approved 
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by the program administrators, it will go to the Fit Kids board of directors for review and hopefully 
be approved for implementation for the 2017-2018 school year.  
 
Resources 
Food literacy and gardening education resources, Fit Kids program materials  
 
Reflection  
 So often during my time teaching gardening I found myself wishing that more kids in the 
school could experience the garden and all its offerings.  Thus, the very notion of integrating the 
garden and food literacy education in the Fit Kids program is incredibly exciting to me.  The 
movement from within the administrators to make this idea a reality represents the accumulation 
of years of organizing, conversations, growth, and progress towards the Killip garden by people 
within the school and community working for elevated integration of education and health.  To 
be a part of this movement is an honor. 
 My joy and gratitude for the Fit Kids proposal does not come without knowing that the 
movement to join Fit Kids with the garden is still a work in progress and may not succeed.  The 
proposal’s success is dependent on the work of individuals who are still learning what it means 
to adopt the garden and food literacy into Killip’s curriculum and instruction—a challenging and 
time consuming process.  To add to this challenge, Mr. Komada and Mr. Haynie will need to 
design the program so that it also includes Social and Emotional Learning (SEL), which teaches 
students the skills to develop positive self-worth and healthy relationships.  Each Fit Kids class is 
only 30-minutes long, so there is a lot of coordination required in managing all the components 
that will go into this new version of Fit Kids.   The dedication of those working on this project is 
imperative, as their degree of buy-in to this idea can make or break its victory.    
If the Fit Kids proposal is completed and approved for execution, then Killip Elementary 
School will enter a unique and exciting new stage in their garden program.  This development 
will give Killip an opportunity to really progress towards the desires they identified for the garden 
program.  As a result, more students will be exposed to the soil, its life and its continuing gifts.  
As previously discussed, garden education is immensely beneficial to its recipients, and I see the 
garden program with Fit Kids as an incredibly positive addition to the Killip school and 
surrounding community. Furthermore, it will give Killip the opportunity to develop a much-
needed model of how to incorporate garden and food literacy education into a Fit Kids 
framework, which can then be adopted by similar healthy living programs throughout the state 
and country.    
The intention and desire to organize for school-wide garden and food literacy assimilation 
is present at Killip like never before.  If not through Fit Kids, I feel confident that the garden is 
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making its way to more students, wider inclusion, and greater impact.  I believe this is the case 
because through our meetings the administrators expressed how food literacy is “the missing 
link” in the way that their school has historically approached health education.  They recognize 
that preaching a certain diet or “healthy eating” practices are not enough to change peoples’ 
behaviors. When ideas about health come from outside of the school community, implanted 
from district, state or federal mandates, they will never have the degree of buy-in from those 
who these mandates were designed for to truly succeed. Through our meetings, the 
administrators began seeing how their garden can be a locus for this holistic approach to 
authentic food-based education in their community.  This means considering how their school 
community, with all its various traditions, cultures and people, contribute to a collective 
understanding of health and wellbeing.     
 Integrating the garden into the Fit Kids program is one way to stimulate the dialogue, 
reflection and action around the garden and food literacy.  This move represents a needed shift 
to bring the garden more into the ownership of the school, however, it is not the only change 
needed for food literacy to lead to greater food security in this community.  For food literacy to 
really be embraced and implemented at Killip more people need to get involved in this effort.  
For the garden program to sustainably integrate into the schoolwide instruction and promote 
food literacy, Mr. Haynie and Mr. Komada cannot be the only garden champions within the 
school.  More teachers, faculty, parents and community members need to rally around this effort 
so that it can gain the collective power needed to thrive.  This is how food security is fostered by 
the people and for the people.  Conversations around needs, values and desires around the 
topic of food are active within the given network of people—encouraged, celebrated and 
honored through change actions and change in systems.   
 
Action 3: Apply for a Food Corps Member 
Amid my meetings with the administrators, the AmeriCorps staff out of NAU contacted 
Mr. Komada with the opportunity to apply for a Food Corps member.  The more we spoke about 
the goals for the garden’s development, the more it made sense to pursue Food Corp’s support. 
Thus, obtaining a Food Corps service member became a top priority of the faculty.  
 
Who is Responsible for the Action? 
Ted Komada 
  
Who Needs to be Consulted of Informed? 
James Haynie, Ted Komada, Jeronimo Vasquez, Joe Gutierrez, Gina Breña, Fit Kids program 
administrators at Northern Arizona Healthcare 
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Who Will Monitor/Collect Data? 
Ted Komada and James Haynie 
 
Timeline 
Submit application for Food Corps service member by February 27, 2017.  Mr. Komada will be 
informed by March 31, 2017, if selected.  The service member would begin working onsite by 
August 4, 2017, and continue until July 18, 2018. 
 
Resources 
Food Corps Service Member materials, food literacy and gardening education resources, Fit Kids 
program materials  
 
Reflection 
 I love Food Corps.  I have lived, worked and been dear friends with Food Corps members.  
Food Corps is an excellent program to help support much needed work in schools across 
America, and Killip is in an excellent place to host a service member because they already have 
a well-developed garden site and strong commitment to continue its progression.  The members 
of the Killip school and community have a lot to gain from partnering with Food Corps, an 
organization that has been plowing the way for food literacy integration in schools since 2009.    
 On February 27, 2017, Mr. Komada submitted an application for a Food Corps member 
on behalf of Killip Elementary School.  The following is an excerpt from the application:  
 
Our organization has developed a curricular STEM foundation that we would like 
to build upon with this Food Corps member. Starting in the 2017-2018 school 
year we will be working to revise our current STEM units to reflect a Problem 
Based Learning (PBL) design. It is that end goal of a PBL unit that drives student 
engagement and motivation with their academic content. Our garden program 
has already been implementing projects as a way of breaking up the growing 
season and meeting our goals for the garden space. This has all been done in the 
after-school space serving around 20 students for 4 hours a week. We have an 
existing partnership with the Flagstaff Medical Center that provides a full-time 
teacher to focus on increasing our student’s physical activity and next year we 
want to integrate food literacy, healthy lifestyles and Social Emotional Learning 
(SEL) through our garden space for all 500 students in our school AS PART OF 
THE DAILY SCHOOL CURRICULUM (Komada, 2017). 
 
…the service member will work collaboratively with the Fit Kid’s instructor to: 
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• Develop a basic understanding and knowledge base of how to grow and maintain a 
school garden. 
• Identify and build a network of local growers to support the development and 
sustainability of our school garden.  
• Model healthy food preparation including the produce grown in our garden. 
• Research the current cafeteria food policies and explore ways to cut down food waste 
and make healthier food options available. 
• Research and prepare grant proposals to support the basic growing needs of our 
school garden” (Komada, 2017). 
The help of a Food Corps member would be especially useful in the transition of the Fit 
Kids Program to a garden-based model because they will have great access to information and 
resources specifically about food literacy education.  And even if the Fit Kids integration doesn’t 
work out, the service member could still add a lot of value to the garden program by developing 
a plan to advance the garden instruction schoolwide in ways that are sustainable in the long-run.  
 
Results of Group 2- the Garden Students 
Summary of Findings 
 Going through the process of determining what the garden students want to do, create 
and achieve with and in the garden resulted in four top desires.  Their desires are listed and 
described below in order of importance, with the first being the desire with the most student 
support and the second the desire with the second most student support. However, the third 
and fourth desires were tied in number of student votes. 
 
Desire 1: To feed the school, clubs and families of Killip food from the garden  
 The students really want the garden to feed more people, especially those at the school. 
The students’ imaginations paired with their understandings of the school garden make it so they 
figure…why not try and feed everyone in the school with the garden food?  
 The desire to feed the school community from the garden is one that I heard frequently 
expressed last school year as well by the garden students. This school year, working with a totally 
new group of students, it was great to hear the kids, again, see the potential for the garden to 
be a source of communal food and cafeteria cuisine.  The kale, especially, was often recognized 
as abundant and, thus, a potential food to be served in the cafeteria.  
Still, above all, I observed that the students just really enjoy the process of growing, 
preparing and sharing the garden goods.  They frequently asked me if we were going to make 
snack, if we could make salsa and share it with the FACTS students, or if we could have another 
Harvest Fest.  It took a while for them to understand that we can only make and share garden 
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food when the garden is growing and producing.  Their collective love for experiencing the food 
of the garden made feeding the school, clubs and families of Killip their top garden desire. 
 
Desire 2: To have a party to share the garden food with family and friends 
 The kids love to have parties, and inside the garden club, they’re no different. This desire, 
again, reflects their love of food—growing it, preparing it, eating it, sharing it, and celebrating 
with it.  The original desire here was to have a surprise party, but when we discussed this option, 
the students were more focused on a planned party than a surprise one.   
 
Desire 3: To make the garden more colorful 
 When the students were looking through the garden books for ideas and inspiration, they 
saw many colorful photos that featured a variety of plants and decorations.  This led some of the 
students to reflect on the colors that can be seen in our garden during the growing months.  
Realizing that our garden could use a greater spectrum of hues, the students want to make the 
garden more colorful. 
 
Desire 4: To put bird houses in the garden 
 The students have shown a lot of interest over the school year in the other creatures that 
come into or live in the garden.  They have also been learning about birds and habitats during 
the school day.  The students’ prior knowledge and experiences paired with their observations 
of our bird house-free garden motivated them to want to add bird houses to the garden. 
 
Recommended Actions Targeted to Findings 
Once we had our list of the top garden desires, I led the students through the Steps to 
Action Chart for each of their desires.  I told the students that we were planning what we were 
going to do to make what we want happen, which needed some repeating and explaining.  
Together as a group, we took each desire and decided on actions targeted to the finding, who 
is responsible for the action, who needs to be informed or told, who will monitor the action, the 
timeline for completing the action, and necessary resources. Creating an Action Chart for each 
desire required about 45-minutes of group discussion.  I had the Action Chart projector so that 
the students could follow along.  We used group discussion and voting to decide on each step.  
Below is a description of these targeted actions that will lead our work together throughout the 
remaining school year.  I conclude the results for Group 2 with a reflection that incorporates my 




Action 1: Plan and hold a spring garden party 
 When discussing the Steps to Action Chart for the students top two desires, we came to 
the realization that these two could be combined.  To get the students focused on one doable 
action step targeting the top two desires, I had to keep the dialogue going with them, keeping 
them focused on considering the best action that combined these wants.  This required a lot of 
follow-up questions to their ideas, and a lot of monitoring of the kids’ attentiveness, as I tried to 
keep every student engaged in the conversation.  By the end of the discussion, we agreed to 
plan a spring party for the Killip community to celebrate the garden.  We’re still working out the 
details on what to have and do at the party, but some ideas are to have a potluck, balloons, 
planting activities, and share food.   
 
Who is Responsible for the Action? 
After spring break the students will vote on who will be on this committee.  Each student will 
serve on one of the action committees. 
    
Who Needs to be Consulted of Informed? 
The garden club, families, Killip teachers and faculty, other students. 
 
Who Will Monitor/Collect Data? 
Gina Breña and select garden club students to be determined after spring break. 
 
Timeline 
The goal is to have the party on May 1st.  However, this date may be pushed back depending 
on the time we have available to plan for the party.  The timeline will be determined by the end 
of March 2017. 
 
Resources 
Planting calendar, PBL resources, University of Arizona Cooperative Extension Service 
 
Action 2: Paint rocks to put in the garden 
 This idea came from one of the garden books that the students looked through while 
researching and brainstorming.  Finding rocks, painting them, and putting them in the garden 
as decoration is a fun and simple way to add color to the garden.  This activity also works to 




Who is Responsible for the Action? 
All garden students 
    
Who Needs to be Consulted of Informed? 
Ted Komada and Jeronimo Vasquez 
 
Who Will Monitor/Collect Data? 
Gina Breña and select garden club students to be determined after spring break. 
 
Timeline 
To be determined 
 
Resources 
No special resources needed 
 
Action 3: Grow more colorful plants 
 The kids want to grow plants that bring colorful variety to the predominantly green 
vegetation of the garden.  I love this idea because gardens are not only created to produce 
edibles, but also as works of artistic expression that bring aesthetic beauty.   
 
Who is Responsible for the Action? 
After spring break the students will vote on which garden students will be on this committee.   
    
Who Needs to be Consulted of Informed? 
Ted Komada and Jeronimo Vasquez 
 
Who Will Monitor/Collect Data? 
Gina Breña and select garden club students to be determined after spring break. 
 
Timeline 
Timeline will be determined by the end of March 2017. 
 
Resources 





Action 4: Ask habitat club for a bird house to put in the garden 
 There are two CCLC after-school programs for second and third graders during the 3:30-
4:30pm time slot: garden club and habitat club.  The students have the option of signing-up for 
the club of their choice, which runs for 4-6 consecutive weeks.  Over the school year, the students 
in habitat club have been making bird houses.  Since the garden students want to put bird houses 
in the garden, we decided that the best way to do this would be to ask the habitat club to put 
one or more of their bird houses in the garden.  Asking the habitat club for this means that select 
garden club students will need to put together a proposal explaining why they want a bird house 
in the garden.  They will need to present their request to the habitat club. 
 
Who is Responsible for the Action? 
After spring break we will vote on who which garden students will be on this committee.   
 
Who Needs to be Consulted of Informed? 
The habitat club students, Moses Aruguete (habitat club instructor), Ted Komada, Jeronimo 
Vasquez 
 
Who Will Monitor/Collect Data? 
Gina Breña and select garden club students to be determined after spring break. 
 
Timeline 




Habitat club, PBL resources  
 
Reflection 
 Going through the PBL process with the students to determine what they want to do, 
achieve and create with and in the garden worked well with the action research model.  There 
was a lot of alignment with the action research methodology and the PBL process.  I especially 
appreciated the use of the Steps to Action Chart when determining how we were going to 
materialize each desire.  Going through each step with the students gave us the structure we 
needed to break down the action process into understandable pieces. I would definitely use this 
chart again in project-based learning instruction.   
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The practice of teaching students how to create action from ideas required a lot of 
discussion, which took persistence to keep the students engaged in. It was a challenge to 
maintain the conditions for each child to share their voice because not all students express 
themselves easily in group discussions.  Some students drift off, get distracted, or feel antsy, and 
thus stop paying attention to what the group is discussing and the decisions trying to be made 
together.  Observing this student behavior made me constantly question how I could improve 
the process to keep student engagement strong.  For instance, it would likely work better to 
break-up the discussion time with more direct action intermixed, so that the talking and doing 
are working more harmoniously with the energies of the students. I have also considered how to 
bring in more activities that have students talking with one another or using visual expression to 
generate their ideas.  
Still, I am proud of the desires and corresponding action steps that came out of the work 
with the students. I feel good that when we continue moving forward on the steps to action the 
kids will know we are working from their ideas and their choices for what to do in and with the 
garden.  I look forward to putting the action steps in motion and seeing where they take us. 
 
Conclusion 
From my research, I have found that both Killip groups want to see their school garden 
grow stronger, feed more people (both literally and figuratively) and include more people and 
life in its domain of influence.  The results of this study have affirmed the assumption I had 
entering the research—the two Killip groups I worked with want to see their garden program 
expand beyond the limits of its current after-school structure.  This result demonstrates the 
unifying forces of food and gardening—topics that when discussed and reflected upon, didn’t 
require any convincing of their importance or their need for greater prominence throughout the 
school. This result is also a testament to the work that has been done before my time at Killip to 
deal with the food security issues within the Sunnyside neighborhood.  A strong foundation was 
laid for me and my research to grow from.  Consequently, the school is now in a place in their 
own development where they are already taking steps towards making the garden a more 
impactful place. 
To do this, the administrators and Mr. Haynie are taking substantial steps to design and 
implement a strategic plan for integrating garden-based education into their existing Fit Kids 
program.  Fusing the garden into the Fit Kids program will ensure that every student at Killip 
receives weekly exposure to the garden and food literacy education.  To assist in this process, a 
Food Corps service member is being recruited to work at Killip with the Fit Kids classes and 
strengthen the capacity for school-wide garden-based education.   
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Conducting my research through the lens and motion of dialogue, action and reflection 
has shown me the power and practicality of this cycle.  In the past, I used one, if not all, of these 
three elements in my everyday life.  However, employing them intentionally as a theory and 
method for my research has brought new relevancy and appreciation to this trinity.  Working 
through this central motion I’ve learned how to be a better listener, how to ask questions that 
ignite more meaningful and intentional conversations, how to identify my assumptions more 
honestly and advocate for my ideas, how to manage children in a garden, and how to teach food 
literacy by letting the voices of the garden and the school community guide my instruction. My 
thesis work has enhanced and refined my skills as a community organizer and educator, and 
given me valuable insight into how garden-based programs are understood and developed in a 
public-school setting.  
Contemplating the results of my study, along with the literature I’ve read about garden 
education and my own experiences as a garden teacher, I find it ironic that there is so much 
support for garden-based education, yet in most areas of the U.S., so little comes from the school 
districts, and the state and federal governments.  Even with the Killip administrators’ enthusiasm 
for garden integration through Fit Kids and Food Corps, their efforts are still working against an 
educational system that does not value food and garden-based education.  This reality speaks 
to the need for there to be more leaders within the schools reaching out to others in the 
education system for more support and advocacy on behalf of garden-based education.  
Community partners are obviously important in aiding school garden programs, but the network 
of support must be expanded and strengthened within schools and districts so that it can move 
up and impact the policies made at state and national levels.  
Getting food literacy into the schools is a challenge that, to me, is worth fighting for. 
Through my time working with the Killip Elementary school community, I’ve had the great fortune 
of collaborating with people who are open to my ideas and to seeing the garden program as 
more than just an after-school program limited in scope and access. My time with the selected 
groups at Killip has worked to raise consciousness on the immense power of food, inspiring us 
to take greater action for the inclusion and celebration of food literacy, community, and the more 
than human world.  The experiences and skills that I have acquired as a result of my work at Killip 
have been a true joy and privilege to take part-in.  And for all that I have gained and continue to 







Chapter 6~ Concluding Reflections: Thoughts for Further Research & 
Garden Growth 
To further develop this research, I suggest that more people get involved in the garden 
conversations. I think starting small with two groups was wise because we created a safe 
container to hold the groups’ ideas without needing to factor in too many voices.  However, now 
that the administrators most involved in the garden have had these meetings to discuss and 
envision the garden program, there is a more solid foundation for additional co-creators to join 
in the dialogue and take action.   
Teachers, for instance, would be very relevant participants in conversations regarding the 
garden, especially since the administrators would like more classrooms to focus on garden-based 
learning.  In fact, I see involving the teachers in the garden program as the most important next 
step in integrating the garden into school-wide instruction.  Classroom teachers are not only the 
ones who have the most direct interactions with the students, they are usually the most 
permanent people at the school and, thus, carry with them the knowledge of school customs 
and values.  Hearing what teachers want from the garden program would bring a lot of insight 
into what needs to be done to bridge the divide between garden-based education and 
classroom instruction.  To do this, I recommend that the administrators first survey the teachers 
to capture their thoughts regarding the garden.  After collecting and analyzing the survey results, 
the administrators should then hold a whole group meeting and/or focus groups with the 
teachers to discuss the survey results and determine next steps for developing the connection 
between the garden and classrooms. The more teachers collaborate on garden-based 
education, the greater chance the garden has for becoming a central project of the entire school.   
Including the voices of Killip parents, too, would offer valuable information regarding 
how the garden could function to better serve families and visa versa. To generate more activity 
and discussion with parents on the garden’s development, I recommend that the school uses the 
garden as a space to bring more people together on regular basis, especially during the growing 
season.  This can be achieved by holding weekly “open garden” hours where families and 
students are encouraged to come and help care for the garden, tend a plot, and harvest some 
produce.  These garden hours should be ongoing and consistent, not simply once per month or 
quarter.  And they should also occur at least twice per week, once during after-school hours and 
again on weekend hours to give families multiple options. With the playground, soccer field and 
basketball court just steps away from the garden, there could easily be open hours, workshops, 
and events in the garden that can accommodate all age groups since there are plenty of activities 
nearby.  
To lead or facilitate these garden activities, the school could work with community 
partners, such as an NAU student, a master gardener, a volunteer with Flagstaff Foodlink, or 
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even a parent to serve as the point-person for garden coordination. If a Food Corps service 
member is granted to work at Killip, they could fill this position and work towards building more 
sustainable programming with the garden.  While depending on a community partner or 
temporary member of the community is not necessarily sustainable, it can at least continue the 
development of the garden program towards greater community inclusion which can lead to 
stronger networks of support in the long term.  As Carpa (2005) explains, “Each part of the 
network makes its own contribution to the project, the efforts of each are enhanced by all, and 
the network has the resilience to keep the project alive even when an individual member moves 
on” (p. 23).   
Each school is its own network and has the amazing opportunity to organize themselves 
towards action for sustainability, especially with the collaboration of community partners.  With 
all the organizations that have been involved in the Killip garden, it would be beneficial to hold 
a group meeting where all these past and present groups can meet, mingle and discuss how to 
support one another’s work, not just at Killip, but throughout Flagstaff.  After all, as Capra (2005) 
points out, like nature, “sustainability always involves a whole community…The exchanges of 
energy and resources in an ecosystem are sustained by pervasive cooperation” (p. 24).   
The ongoing collaboration between Killip and NAU’s School Gardens Action Learning 
Team has great potential to help Killip align more with their desires for the garden program.  I 
suggest that in the coming 2017-2018 school year, the SGALT coordinators regularly reach out 
to the Killip administrators to discuss how to best support the school’s goals for their garden’s 
development.  Continuously reinforcing the cycle of dialogue, reflection, and action between 
NAU and the Killip school community is vital as an ongoing practice for both parties to maximize 
their partnership. 
To ensure the garden receives the most consistent attention and opportunity for 
advancement, creating a position for a year-round garden coordinator at Killip would be optimal.  
This person could be responsible for supporting all the moving pieces of the garden program, 
and could be incredibly helpful towards materializing the desires expressed by both Killip 
groups. Of course, this position would need to be funded, which is a challenging endeavor in 
this age of educational budget cuts.  
It seems that the biggest force suppressing the garden’s advancement and school-wide 
integration is the lack of funding and general support from the school district and state and 
federal education departments.  To better understand how Killip Elementary and other U.S. 
schools could gain support from their district, state and/or federal education departments, it 
would be worthwhile to research how garden programs throughout the country have established 
themselves as sustainable and incorporated components of a school.  This would be a valuable 
research focus to further my study as it would bring understanding around the complexities 
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associated with school funding and the politics that impact garden-based education—
knowledge that could inform action towards Killip’s garden integration. 
Taking my research beyond the walls of Killip Elementary would also be useful in order 
to examine the state of community food security in the Sunnyside Neighborhood.  Research on 
this has been done in previous years (and is likely still being done), however, I would be most 
interested in learning if or how members of this community have been brought together to 
discuss what they want from their food system and what has been done or could be done to 
materialize these desires.  Being the community school that it is, I see Killip being an excellent 
space to help facilitate some of these discussions, however, I also believe that these types of 
conversations need to be happening more regularly all over Flagstaff, and really, all over our 
country. 
If we, as Americans and as a species, are to break free from the oppressive, corporate 
model currently in control of our dominant food system, then we need to ban together and talk 
about this critical issue and how we want it to change.  Food banks and free and reduced lunch 
programs may be helpful in alleviating the symptoms of an unjust food system and broken 
society, but they do not offer the solutions we need for our communities to grow into positive 
spaces that nurture healthy and sustainable life cycles.  For this type of development, 
communities need to look inwards, into themselves—their ecology, history, people, problems, 
values, desires, and abilities to change. In essence, we need to return to our roots, as individuals 
and as a collective, and examine our relationship to the earth and our role as a species of 
immense power, capable of healing and creating the world anew.  May we each embrace the 
challenges that come with cooperation so as to actualize the visions we have for a more just, 
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